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Abstract
The study was an investigation of the experiences of gay and lesbian immigrants
to Canada, regarding the life barriers faced and coping strategies utilized to deal with
those barriers. Participants were nine individuals who immigrated to Canada from
Europe, Latin America, and the United States of America, and resided in four cities
across Canada a at the time of the interview. Semi-structured interviews were conducted
with participants, and seven themes emerged from the data. The themes included
internalized barriers, relationship barriers, socio-political oppression, internal resources,
symbolic resources, relationships/connections, and support from receiving environment.
The themes were compared with the available literature and examined for similarities and
differences. Implications for counselors were reviewed and potential for future research
was discussed.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Recent research has focused on understanding the experiences of sexual
minorities in Western cultures. However, very little attention has been paid to the double
minority gay and lesbian population—specifically, those who are both a sexual and
ethnic minority. Even more scarce in the literature are studies exploring the immigration
experience of sexual minorities to Western cultures. The research that has been done
acknowledges the multiple layers of oppression faced by this population and invites
further research, but lends little information as to how this population copes with such
marginalization, what strengths they bring and utilize in their experience and what social,
cultural and personal supports are helpful and could be offered to this group (Acosta,
2008; Bianchi et al., 2007; Carrillo, 2004; Kuntsman, 2003; Doyal et al., 2008).
In Canada, it is especially important to understand the experiences of immigrated
sexual minorities. As of June 28, 2002, Canada is one of few countries that legally
recognizes same-sex marriages, and thus allows a Canadian to sponsor a same-sex
partner to immigrate and allows for same-sex couples to immigrate together under the
Family Class subsection of the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act (LaViolette,
2004). Canada is also a country which recognizes sexual orientation, gender-based
discrimination, and HIV positive status as grounds for making a refugee claim
(Citizenship & Immigration Canada, 2009a). As an increasing number of gay and lesbian
individuals and couples utilize this country’s immigration policies, it is important for the
Canadian government, the Canadian public, social support groups, agencies, and
counsellors specifically, to understand the experiences of this population and the
strengths and coping strategies they utilize.
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The purpose of the present study was to examine experiences related to barriers
and coping among gay and lesbian immigrants to Canada, taking into consideration time
and context. The purpose was also to investigate and report on this population’s
experiences so that we as a society might continue to improve social policy, inform and
educate those outside of the gay and lesbian immigrant community about the multiple
forms of discrimination they face, support those affected by this mosaic of oppression, as
well as to celebrate and empower them in their resilience.
Demographic data were collected and semi-structured interviews were conducted
with gay and lesbian immigrants living in four cities across Canada. Participants were all
over the age of 18, had been living in Canada for more than a year, and immigrated from
Europe, Latin America, and the United States of America.
Transcribed data from the semi-structured interviews were analyzed using a
content analysis procedure and seven themes emerged. These themes included
internalized barriers, relationship barriers, socio-political oppression, internal resources,
symbolic resources, relationships/connections, and Canada. The themes were compared
and contrasted with the relevant available literature. Finally, implications for counsellors
and other helping professionals were described, and future research in this subject area
was suggested.
Organization of the Thesis
In Chapter Two, relevant literature and demographic information is reviewed and
gaps in the current literature are examined. In Chapter Three, the research methods for
the present study are outlined. Chapter Four includes a report of the results of the analysis
of the semi-structured interviews, and Chapter Five comprises of a discussion about the
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similarities and differences between the present research results and the findings reported
in past literature.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Current demographic information regarding immigrants and sexual minorities in
Canada is considered, followed by a review of available literature organized in relation to
the experiences of gay and lesbian immigrants, pre-immigration, during immigration, and
post-immigration. Literature examining stress and coping among immigrant populations
and gay and lesbian populations (including those who identify as an ethnic minority) is
also presented. The literature for this review was recovered using various search engines
including Statistics Canada, Citizenship and Immigration Canada, PsycINFO, Scholars
Portal, Proquest, Google Scholar, and The University of Western Ontario Library
Catalogue. Search terms included: gay, lesbian, homosexual, same-sex partners, ethnic
minority, immigration, migration, relocation, coping, stress, oppression, marginalization,
discrimination, Canada, and immigration law.
Immigration
In 2009, Citizenship and Immigration Canada reported that Canada has the
highest per capita immigration rate in the world (CIC, 2009b). Between 1996 and 2008,
the annual total number of immigrants to Canada ranged from 226,073 to 262,236 people
(CIC, 2009b). Individuals can immigrate permanently to Canada under one of several
categories, including Family Class, Economic Class, Refugee Status, and for
Humanitarian and Compassionate reasons (CIC, 2009b). Of those who immigrated to
Canada in 2008, 65,567 did so under the Family Class, 21,860 immigrated as Refugees,
149,072 migrated under the Economic Class, and 10,742 were listed in the “other”
category (CIC, 2009c). These rates have fluctuated slightly from the rates reported in
1996 of 68,359 (Family Class), 28,478 (Refugee), 125,370 (Economic Class), and 3,865
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(other). The biggest jumps in immigration have occurred in the Economic Class and
under the “other” category, whereas the number of individuals granted permanent
Refugee status has decreased by almost 7,000 people (CIC, 2009c).
Based on 2006 census data, Statistics Canada reported the top ten countries of
origin among individuals immigrating to Canada between 2001 and 2006 to be the
following (from most number of immigrants to least): China, India, Philippines, Pakistan,
USA, South Korea, Romania, Iran, Columbia, and Sri Lanka (Statistics Canada, 2009).
Seven out of every ten recent immigrants (those who immigrated to Canada between
1985 and 2001) moved to one of Canada’s three most popular cities for resettlement—
Toronto, Vancouver, and Montreal (CIC, 2005). Half of these recent immigrants were
between 25 and 44 years old at the time of immigration (CIC, 2005). Although relocating
to Canada offered these individuals a higher standard of living than their country of
origin, it should be noted that immigrants made only 70-80% of the income of Canadianborn citizens, their rate of unemployment was approximately 11.5% compared to 4.9%
for Canadian-born residents, and they were more likely to work in the service and
manufacturing industries than Canadian-born citizens (CIC, 2005; Stats Canada, 2007).
There are also differences between immigrants and Canadian-born populations in
relation to experiences of poverty, housing, and education. In 2005, one of three
immigrants found themselves in a low-income situation, which was twice the rate of
poverty found among Canadian-born individuals. One in five immigrants reported living
in crowded situations (CIC, 2005). For those who immigrated to the cities of Toronto,
Vancouver, and Montreal, their level of education was lower than Canadian-born citizens
(CIC, 2005).

i
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Sexual Orientation
For the first time in history, the 2004 Statistics Canada General Social Survey
(GSS) asked participants to identify their sexual orientation. Of the Canadians who
completed this survey, 94% identified as heterosexual, 1.5% identified as gay, lesbian or
bisexual, and the remaining participants did not indicate their sexual orientation
(Beauchamp, 2008). In the survey, individuals who identified as gay, lesbian or bisexual
reported greater frequency of experiencing violent victimization. The odds for gay men
and lesbians were two times greater than among those identifying as heterosexual. The
odds for individuals who identified as bisexual were four and a half times greater
(Statistics Canada, 2008). However, in general, respondents who identified as gay,
lesbian or bisexual reported being “somewhat” or “very” satisfied with their personal
safety at a rate equivalent to those who identified as heterosexual (Statistics Canada,
2008). In addition, participants who identified as gay, lesbian or bisexual were more
likely to live in an urban area and more likely to engage in evening social activities than
those who identified as heterosexual (Statistics Canada, 2008).
Statistics Canada shared no information regarding the sexual orientation of
immigrants to Canada. However, based on the information available regarding
immigrants and sexual minorities in Canada, it seems likely that a large number of gay
and lesbian immigrants live in urban centers. Other inferences cannot be responsibly
made based on the limited information available.
Pre-Immigration
The literature focusing on experiences of gay and lesbian individuals prior to
immigration is limited. What is available highlights the role of context in the motives for
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relocation. The term “sexual migration” often appears in the literature and is defined as
“international relocation that is motivated, directly or indirectly, by the sexuality of those
who migrate” (Bianchi et al., 2007, p. 506).
While some accounts of immigration are linked directly to attempts at increased
sexual freedom, often following a history of harsh discrimination, (Acosta, 2008; Bianchi
et al., 2007; Carrillo, 2004), others seeking more freedom report an absence of cultural
dialogue related to sexuality in their country of origin. In a study of immigrant Russian
lesbians in Israel for example, it was clear that to be Russian and to be lesbian were
contradictory identities (Kuntsman, 2003). The majority of these participants did not
identify as lesbian in Russia, associating “silencing sexuality and sexual ignorance with
homophobia and with Russianness” (Kuntsman, 2003, p. 303). Similar themes were
found amongst African men who chose men as intimate partners in London, UK. The
men in the study did not identify as gay in Africa and after settling in London they
struggled with this label. For them, being black African and gay were opposing identities,
which were unimaginable and impossible to merge (Doyal, et al., 2008). Participants in
the aforementioned study described their associations with the term “gay” as negative
(Doyal, et al, 2008). Throughout the literature, experiences of oppression and reasons for
immigrating varied. However, the common thread was the presence of discrimination
based on sexual orientation and the desire for increased personal freedom (Acosta, 2008;
Bianchi et al., 2007; Carrillo, 2004; Kuntsman, 2003; Doyal et al., 2008).
Individuals seeking refugee status endure multiple stressors prior to immigration,
which may include loss of social support, conflict, trauma, poverty, and discrimination
(Short, et al., 2010). Specifically, sexual minorities seeking refugee status may be victims
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of kidnapping, torture, physical and sexual abuse, forced psychiatric treatment, forced
marriage, threats, police brutality, and various other forms of persecution in their country
of origin (Perez-Ramirez, 2003).
During Immigration
In June 2002, Canada became one of few countries to recognize same-sex couples
in the immigration process, allowing for individuals to sponsor same-sex partners for
residency in Canada and allowing same-sex couples to immigrate as spouses or commonlaw partners under the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act (LaViolette, 2004). Prior
to the passing of this act, gay and lesbian immigrants to Canada faced severe
discrimination, ranging from a total ban on immigration for the homosexual population
from 1952 to 1977, to allowing immigration only for humanitarian and compassionate
reasons (LaViolette, 2004). The process of immigration, then and now, remains stressful
for members of the gay and lesbian population, as individuals often have to go above and
beyond to prove the legitimacy of their relationship and are forced to discuss the intimate
details of their relationship and sexuality with government officials (LaViolette, 2004).
Although the passing of the Act represented a great stride toward equal rights, one
researcher suggests that loopholes and problems remain, making the process of
immigration more painful and discriminatory for members of the gay and lesbian
population than for other potential immigrants (LaViolette, 2004).
Canada also accepts individuals as refugees if there is a well-founded fear of
persecution in their country of origin. To apply for refugee status, the accepted grounds
for persecution include race, religion, nationality, political opinion, and being a member
of a particular social group. Specifically (but not exclusively), Canada recognizes sexual
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orientation, gender-based discrimination, and/or HIV positive status as social groups
which are eligible for making a refugee claim (Citizenship & Immigration Canada, 2009).
In some of the only research with sexual minority refugee claimants, Perez-Ramirez
(2003) examined the experience of Latino gay asylum seekers. The study found that for
the participants in this particular group, the process of seeking refugee status was a re
traumatizing experience, mostly due to the obligation to relive the trauma by telling one’s
story (Perez-Ramirez, 2003).
Since the conception of the 2002 Act, and because Canada accepts sexual
minority status as grounds for a refugee claim, an increasing number of gay and lesbian
couples and individuals are attempting to immigrate to Canada in search of a better
quality of life. However, there has been little to no research examining how the process
has affected the lives of these individuals and how each has coped with discrimination
and hardships faced.
Post-Immigration
No published research regarding the post-immigration experiences of gay and
lesbian individuals to Canada was located. However, findings from studies in the US
indicate that among individuals immigrating with the clear intention of obtaining more
sexual freedom, choice of location had an impact on their immigration experience. Those
who relocated to gay epicenters (e.g. New York City and San Francisco), found the
immigration experience to be positive and described a sense of increased sexual and
personal freedom (Bianchi et al., 2007; Kuntsman, 2003; Espin, 1995; Doyal et al., 2008;
Acosta, 2008). Specifically, in a study examining the immigration experience of Latino
gay men who immigrated to the US to reside in New York, participants reported a fuller
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expression of themselves as gay men and experienced extensive sexual freedom and
increased personal opportunity (Bianchi et al., 2007). In addition to new sexual freedoms,
these men also reported feeling more freedom to express themselves in relationships,
friendships, at work and in other aspects of their lives—a freedom that had not been
afforded to them in their country of origin (Bianchi et al., 2007). A study of African men
who chose men as intimate partners migrating to London, UK displayed similar findings,
with participants reporting increased sexual and personal freedom upon settlement in the
United Kingdom (Doyal et al., 2008). In an investigation of Russian lesbians in Israel,
one woman characterized her immigration story as a “liberation of the body and
consciousness” (p. 300) while another communicated a freedom of exploration and
discussion of sexuality she had never imagined before (Kuntsman, 2003). This literature
supports a link between freedom of personal expression and context.
Although the aforementioned literature highlights positive immigration
experiences there is also research that acknowledges struggles faced upon relocation. The
obstacle of multiple identities is a concern among those who identify with several
minority groups, such as gay and lesbian immigrants. As a multiple minority group,
members of this population could experience a loss of completeness (Robb, 2007), in
relation to ethnicity and sexuality. Absence of collective identity may lead to a decreased
sense of belonging, and therefore leaving members of this group feeling disconnected and
shamed for their differences from the mainstream.
Short and colleagues (2010) propose that the process of acculturation during
resettlement poses new challenges and creates heightened stress for immigrants.
Acculturation stress includes cultural, social, and psychological variables. The level of
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acculturation stress experienced depends on perceived similarities and differences
compared to the host culture. For instance, multiple minority status individuals (i.e. gay
and lesbian immigrants) are likely to experience more acculturation stress, which may
lead to depression, anxiety, and alienation. The same authors suggest that immigrants and
refugees undergo a certain level of relational stress upon relocation, which for individuals
immigrating on their own or in a couple, may include the estrangement of certain familial
and friend relationships. According to the authors, cultural bereavement is another stress
experienced by many immigrants and refugees. Cultural bereavement refers to the grief
one may experience due to the loss of home, social network, culture, and self identity
(Short, et al., 2010).
Also contrary to the body of research supporting an idea of enhanced personal and
sexual freedom for gay and lesbian immigrants, it has been reported by some researchers
that those who migrate and identify as gay or lesbian, continue to be exposed to
oppression in their new home due to their multiple minority status (Greene, 1994;
Bayton, 2000; Parks, et al., 2004; Sanders, 2002; Acosta, 2008). This marginalization has
been referred to as a “mosaic of oppression” (Collins, 2004, p.109), and can lead to poor
mental health outcomes for members of a disconnected group (Greene, 1994; Parks et al.,
2004; Sanders, 2002; Acosta, 2008).
Upon arrival to their new home, immigrants often find that boundaries within
ethnic communities lack permeability (Sanders, 2002). These boundaries are “patterns of
social interaction that give rise to, and subsequently reinforce, in-group members’ self
identification and outsiders’ confirmation of group distinctions” (Sanders, 2002, p. 327).
Available research has suggested that gay and lesbian communities can also lack such
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permeability (Greene, 1994; Parks et al., 2004; Sanders, 2002). It has been noted that
racism and oppression within the gay and lesbian community may be just as prevalent
and harmful as that experienced from mainstream culture (Acosta, 2008; Greene, 1994;
Parks et al., 2004; Sanders, 2002). In a study measuring experiences of racism within a
gay community, Ibanez and colleagues (2009) noted that age of immigration, skin colour,
and similarity of characteristics to the majority population were related to the intensity of
racism experienced by Latino men within a gay community in the United States.
Specifically, the study proposed that experiences of racism within the gay community
“increased for those who had lived longer in the United States, those with darker skin,
and those who had more Indian features” (p. 220).
Stress & Coping
There is considerable research evidence regarding the common experience of
discrimination and oppression among gay and lesbian individuals and among ethnic
minority populations and immigrants. These negative experiences are associated with
acculturation stress, relational stress, and cultural bereavement as part of the relocation
(Short, et al., 2010) as well as stress associated with ethnic and sexual minority status in
the host country (Bowleg, et al., 2003). Immigrants who are a sexual minority may arrive
with prior minority status experience associated with their sexual orientation, and after
arrival that stress is compounded by their ethnic and immigrant minority status. Multiple
studies suggest that gay and lesbian individuals who also identify as an ethnic minority
are exposed to more lifetime experiences of discrimination than heterosexual individuals
who identify as an ethnic minority (Meyer, et al, 2008; Zea, Reisen & Poppen, 1999).
The elevated stress has been linked to poor mental health outcomes (Zea, Reisen &
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Poppen, 1999; Greene, 1994). However, there are findings to suggest that those who have
experienced dual minority stress for the better part of their lives may cope more
effectively, and build resilience that allows them to escape or minimize the serious
negative impact on their mental health (Selvidge, Matthews, & Bridges, 2008).
Research regarding stress and coping among members of gay and lesbian
immigrant populations, specifically, is very limited; however, there has been research
examining stress and coping among immigrants in general, among gay and lesbian
individuals and among gay and lesbian ethnic minority individuals. The results of these
studies may be extended to the population of interest in this research. Before turning to
the results, one study related specifically to gay and lesbian immigration and coping was
located. That work focused on the experience of Latino gay men asylum seekers. Results
highlighted personality, personal history, social supports, gender, ethnicity, and sexual
orientation as having an impact on participant’s ability to cope effectively with the
barriers they faced (Perez-Ramirez, 2003).
Among individuals who immigrate to a new country, recent research has
highlighted the role of symbolic support and the combined effect of personal style with
the social reception received in the new community. In one study, examining coping
among immigrants, the role of symbolic resources such as music, literature, landscape,
climate, and food from the country of origin were highlighted. It was concluded that the
more accessible these cultural resources, the less negative mental health consequences
were experienced (Markorizky & Mosek, 2005). Personal characteristics, such as
attitudes and personality, in combination with the social response received from others
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during relocation had a combined effect on ability to cope with the process of relocation
(Phinney et al., 2001; Short et al., 2010; Perez-Ramirez, 2003).
In regard to coping with stress among the sexual minority population, two studies
support a relationship between internalized heterosexism and ability to cope. A study of
sexual minority women suggests that when one experiences internalized homophobia,
their ability to cope is effected negatively (Szymanski & Owens, 2008). The same study
suggested a relationship between internalized homophobia and poor mental health
outcomes (Szymanski & Owens, 2008). Other research links personal acceptance of
homosexuality with the ability to cope and posits a better outcome with active rather than
avoidant coping styles (David & Knight, 2008). In addition, researchers found that with
their sample of sexual minority women, stress was a motivating factor in their lives; a
finding the authors believe captured the strength and resilience of the gay and lesbian
population (Iwasaki & Ristock, 2007). Indeed, the idea of lifelong stress as building
resilience rather than having a weakening effect is consistent with the findings of
Selvidge, Matthews, and Bridges (2008), as has been described.
There are several studies regarding coping among ethnic minority gay and lesbian
populations. In one study measuring the psychological well-being of Latino gay men and
lesbians in the United States, researchers proposed that individual factors and group
identity were connected to psychological well-being. In addition, an active coping style
was associated with lower levels of depression (Zea, Reisen & Poppen, 1999). Research
examining the experience of Black lesbians in the United States also suggested that active
coping led to better outcomes, and that internal resources (i.e. self-esteem, race
identification, and lesbian identification) were predictive of an active coping style
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(Bowleg, Craig & Burkholder, 2004). Resilience among Black lesbians in the United
States was associated with environmental context, person-environment interaction (e.g.
taking active steps to diminish barriers), and internal self-characteristics (Bowleg, et al,
2003). Finally, among African American gay and bisexual men, altering behaviour,
altering appearance, utilizing spirituality, and confrontation of discrimination were
perceived as useful ways to cope in hostile environments. However, within gay-friendly
contexts, men in this study reported surrounding themselves with other men who shared
similar life experiences to assist with their general well-being. Self-acceptance was found
to be important for this population in both non-gay and gay friendly spaces (Wilson &
Miller, 2002).
Rationale fo r the Present Study
Although there is literature regarding challenges and coping among gay and
lesbian individuals who also identify as an ethnic minority, there remains a gap in data
specifically about those individuals who are also immigrants, and in particular, among
those immigrating to Canada. Therefore, while existing research provides links between
barriers and coping in relation to personal, social, and cultural factors, for the purpose of
this study, a more in depth examination of the intersection of those factors, the experience
of immigration, and coping was pursued.
Prior research describes the presence of multiple realities and layers of oppression
experienced by ethnic minority gay and lesbian migrants; however, there is little focus on
the immigration experience itself, and an emphasis on the coping skills and strengths
utilized to deal with the barriers faced. A thorough search of the literature revealed no
published research on the pre, during and post immigration experience of gay and lesbian
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immigrants migrating to Canada. This is surprising given the reputation of Canada as a
socially progressive country for same-sex partner and sexual minority refugee
immigration. In order to explore this important area of human experience in a way that is
respectful of the richness and complexities of these realities, the present study utilizes a
narrative approach in the exploration of immigration experiences as a sequence,
beginning with before, during and after, with the specific questions and interpretation of
responses informed by relational-cultural theory.
Relational-cultural theory (RCT) posits that sense of self is experienced within a
larger relational unit. Based on research reported in this literature review, there is
considerable evidence that stress and coping within the gay and lesbian community is
connected to societal heterosexism. If sense of self, barriers and ways of coping are
influenced through relationships with others in the immediate and extended
environments, the presence and nature of those relationships play a major role in the
wellbeing of that individual. Relational-cultural theory suggests that a major source of
suffering for people comes from a sense of isolation and that healing occurs within
growth-fostering relationships and environments (Jordan, 2001). Indeed, the socio
cultural is increasingly recognized as crucial for understanding the experience of all
people, but in particular those who are members of socially oppressed groups (Bowleg,
Craig, & Burkholder, 2004). In Christina Robb’s book, This Changes Everything: The
Relational Revolution in Psychology (2007), the author hypothesizes that sexual
minorities are shamed for going against societal norms arid are thus left with a sense of
disconnection and lack of collective identity. Social connectedness and collective identity
act as buffers against challenges faced.
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It is important to understand the present research through a relational-cultural
lens, as it has been proposed that traditional models of human development have
misunderstood and misinterpreted the experience of minority populations (Jordan, 2001).
Whereas traditional models of human development highlight the importance of moving
from dependence to independence as a marker of growth, relational-cultural theory
suggests that healthy growth occurs when one moves “toward connection and
relationships throughout the lifespan” (Jordan, 2001, p. 92). In the present study,
relationships and broader social context are considered to play an important role in the
experience of stress and coping among gay and lesbian immigrants.
This exploratory narrative study focuses on the experiences of immigrants to
Canada who identify as gay and lesbian including barriers faced and coping strategies
used pre-immigration, during immigration, and post-immigration.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
In this chapter, a description of the manner in which research was conducted is
offered. Narrative research is described and its appropriateness for use in this study is
presented. This chapter includes demographic information about the participants, how
they were recruited and how their stories were shared and analyzed. Efforts to create and
maintain trustworthiness are discussed at the end of the chapter.
Study Purpose
The purpose of the study was to explore the barriers faced and coping strategies
used by gay and lesbian immigrants to Canada based on their experiences pre
immigration, during immigration, and post-immigration.
Research Design
A narrative approach to research was used. Narrative research is “understood as
spoken or written text giving an account of an event/action or series of events/actions,
chronologically connected” (Czamiawska, 2004, p. 17). A narrative approach is
considered most useful when one is seeking to obtain chronological or story-oriented
information (Creswell et al., 2007), when people want to tell their stories and when a
researcher wants to look at experiences within a certain context or setting (Creswell,
2004). Narrative research is conducive to collection of data which requires that a bond be
created between the researcher and participants, and when participants want to process
their stories through telling them (Creswell, 2004). The key characteristics of narrative
designs typically includes the following: individual experiences which have a
chronological component, collecting these stories, restorying the data, coding the data for
themes, taking into consideration context or setting, and collaborating with participants
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(Creswell, 2004). Restorying is the act of analyzing a transcript and re-organizing the
data in chronological order, making sure there is a causal link between ideas, and
presenting it so that the information makes sense to a reader (Creswell, 2004; Creswell,
2007). Coding for themes and getting information about context or setting in narrative
research adds to and acknowledges the complexities of individual stories (Creswell,
2004). Collaboration with participants involves forging relationships and involving them
in the research process (Creswell, 2004).
When evaluating the trustworthiness of narrative research, it is important to ask
the following questions: Did the researcher collect the stories of individual experiences?
Did the researcher restory the data so the chronology is distinct, and in this restory, was
the voice of the participant heard? Were themes which emerged from the data identified?
Was there information about context or setting? Did the researcher collaborate with
participants? And, did the research address the purpose of the study? (Creswell, 2004).
Potential limitations that exist in narrative research include questions about the
authenticity of a story and questions about the participants’ ability to tell a story in its
entirety and in detail (Creswell, 2004). Additionally, it is especially important in narrative
research to have permission to share a story, as the ownership of a story may become
blurred once the story is shared (Creswell, 2004). It is important to ensure that the
participants’ voices are not being lost in the re-telling of the story, and that participants
do not suffer as a result of sharing their story (Creswell, 2004).
Research Partnership
The study was conducted in partnership with a national advocacy group for samesex couples immigrating to Canada. The agency has affiliate groups in several major
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cities. The researcher approached the group with a proposal for the study. In return for a
copy of the final report, the agency agreed to advertise the study on behalf of the
researcher.
Inclusion Criteria
To be included in the present study, participants were to be at least 18 years of
age, self-identify as gay, lesbian or a variation of these terms, speak and comprehend
English, have immigrated to Canada and reside in the country for at least one year by the
time of interview.
Procedure
Poster advertisements (Appendix A) were provided to the partner agency by the
researcher. Advertisements were sent to affiliate groups in Vancouver, Toronto and
Ottawa, and from those groups distributed to various community contacts. Interested
individuals contacted the investigator by telephone directly. At the time of telephone
contact, participants were provided with a verbal description of the study, the purpose,
requirements, risks and benefits. A mutually agreeable time and place were chosen to
conduct face-to-face interviews in the home cities of participants.
At the time of the in person interviews, participants were provided with a letter of
information and consent form to sign (Appendix B). After informed consent was
obtained, participants were asked to fill out a demographic questionnaire (Appendix C),
followed by the completion of a semi-structured interview (Appendix D). The
demographic questionnaire was intended to provide personal details about each of the
participants (e.g. age, country of origin) and the semi-structured interview was used to
elicit detailed information about the participants’ experiences with barriers and coping.

21

All interviews were tape-recorded and lasted between 30 minutes and two hours.
Following the interview, participants were given an opportunity to ask any questions and
express any concerns or further comments. All participants were asked if they would like
a copy of the final report and those who indicated that they would like to receive a copy
provided a mailing address for it to be sent.
Sample
A total of nine individuals participated, including four women and five men. The
five men indicated that they identify as gay, of the four women, two identified as lesbian,
one identified as butch and the other identified as dyke. Participants ranged in age from
23-49, with an average age of 36. They immigrated to Canada from different parts of the
world, including Europe, Latin America, and the United States. They came to Canada
under different immigration classes including: Economic Class, Family Class, Refugee
status, and Humanitarian and Compassionate reasons. At the time of the interviews,
participants resided in four cities across Canada.
Six participants immigrated to Canada before 2002, when immigration laws in
Canada changed for gay and lesbian couples. Of the six, five shared the amount of time
they have been living in Canada. The average number of years living in Canada was 14.6,
with a range of 8 to 22 years. Four immigrated to Canada to be with a partner who was
already a Canadian citizen, and two immigrated independently.
Three participants immigrated to Canada after 2002. The average number of years
in Canada for this group was 2.5, with a range of 2 to 3 years. One immigrated to be with
a partner already living in Canada, one immigrated with a partner, and one immigrated
while in a relationship, with the partner staying in the country of origin.
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The following table includes the age, country of origin, and indicated sexual
identity of each participant.
P a rticip a n t

A ge

C ou n try o f O rigin

Sexu al Id en tity

Participant One

49

USA

Lesbian

Participant Two

40

Germany

Dyke

Participant Three

44

Costa Rica

Gay

Participant Four

27

Costa Rica

Gay

Participant Five

23

Columbia

Gay

Participant Six

30

Mexico

Gay

Participant Seven

29

Ukraine

Gay

Participant Eight

46

USA

Butch

Participant Nine

39

Ireland

Lesbian

Data Analysis
After each interview, audio data were transferred to the researcher’s computer,
and recordings transcribed word for word. Transcribed interviews were each read in their
entirety by the researcher, and an analysis of narratives was subsequently employed.
Analysis of narratives results in “descriptions of themes that hold across stories”
(Creswell, 2007, p. 54). As part of the analysis of narratives, the researcher reviewed the
data in three time frames—pre, during, and post immigration, and from those stories
identified barriers and experiences with coping. The process of re-ordering the
information was a type of restorying, where transcripts were re-organized to be in
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chronological order. This process was not always possible, as certain experiences with
barriers and coping transcended across time and context.
To identify themes across interviews, each interview was coded. First, the
transcripts were examined individually using open coding (see Appendix E for complete
list of interview passages by code). The codes of each individual transcript were
compared to the codes of the other transcripts, and organized by overarching themes (see
Appendix F for list of themes by code), which became the outline for the results and
discussion chapters.
TTrustworthiness
Several procedures were used to promote trustworthiness in the study, including
obtaining the assistance of colleagues for peer debriefing and external auditing.
Participant collaboration was attempted by forging relationships with participants, asking
participants to give feedback about the interview questions and style, requesting
participants to contact the researcher if they wanted to add any information to their
interview, and participants were given the option to request a copy of their transcript if
they so wished. Additionally, participants were asked if they would like a copy of the
final product, at which time they were welcomed to give feedback. Data were analyzed
with the purpose of the study in mind and results reported in an effort to be true to the
participants and their stories. The researcher made herself available to participants so that
they could share their story without the constraints of time and allowed for participants to
choose the location of the interview to make the environment as comfortable as possible.
The project was supervised by a university professor throughout its entirety. The
researcher strove for self-awareness and self reflection throughout the project as a way to
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limit personal bias. A section is included in the results chapter detailing the researcher’s
experiences through the research process.
Ethics
The present research was reviewed and approved by the Faculty of Education
Research Ethics Board.
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Chapter 4: Results
Seven themes emerged from the transcribed interview data to describe barriers
and coping strategies experienced and utilized by gay and lesbian immigrants to Canada.
The themes included: internalized barriers, relationship barriers, socio-political
oppression, internal resources, symbolic resources, relationships/connections, and support
from receiving environment. This chapter includes a detailed description of each theme.
Theme One: Internalized Barriers
In this theme participants described barriers they have faced throughout their
lives, which they experienced as being within themselves. These obstacles were taken
from the participants’ environment and internalized to make their own. Internalized
barriers were described by participants as existing before, during, and after immigration,
but often highlighted that internal barriers presented themselves more intensely before
and during the immigration experience. Barriers discussed included one’s self-perception
of personality, beliefs, and values.
Participants expressed a sense of internalized homophobia that they experienced
growing up in their country of origin, which often continued to be problematic into their
life in.
I ’ve experienced homophobia, I ’ve experienced homophobia within
myself, within the community and outside of the community, directed at me
or even at my own projection outwards...(Participant Two).
Growing up as a gay person, I felt like something must be wrong with me.
(Participant Seven).
This sense of internalized homophobia was discussed in connection with the
participants’ environment.
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I had a lot of repressed and internalized homophobic stuff to deal with.
And I shouldn ’t have had as much as I did, but I did. Although I knew that
my mother had friends who were lesbians back in the sixties, that was
never any issue, I knew that there were gay friends of the family, that was
never any issue, and yet somewhere I learned it was ok for others but
shouldn’t be for me...or wouldn ’t be or couldn ’t be for me. I know that I
overheard some friends when I was in seventh grade or eighth grade,
grade seven or grade eight in Canadian terms, querying as to whether I
was and me lying about it then. I don’t know how I knew 1 should lie, but I
knew I should lie, or why it seemed like I had to lie. (Participant One).
It was awful, it’s awful because you know who you are and the Catholic
Church and the society, family also, made you believe that it’s wrong, and
that it’s sinful and stuff like that. So you feel really really shitty, and like,
they put you a lot of guilt, on yourself so um, it’s not like, it’s a lot of
stress... But, it was internally always like, very painful... (Participant Six).
Internalized homophobia was also discussed by participants as being a barrier for
making connections and forging relationships.
I could have done with more support, you know, a group of friends, but I
didn ’t think I needed to know other lesbians, so that I think is an example
o f internalized homophobia, so me and my girlfriend were nice, but we
don’t want to meet those nasty lesbians out there you know, so if I never
call the help line, you know, I was just a bus ride away from the centre of
Dublin and there were some groups I could have joined, but I didn’t you
know...(Participant Nine).
Personality characteristics were described by participants as barriers to dealing
with stressful situations. The personality characteristics presented themselves as barriers
in the form of lack of skill in dealing with other barriers participants were exposed to.
I did not really know how to express myself and I ’d never really learned
to. 1 learned to do actions and not how to say how I felt to others. So I
tended to, like in university to get angry, but didn’t necessarily know why.
I had never been around friends who hugged; I had never really seen that
kind of emotion. That brought up a lot of intimacy issues that I ’d never
dealt with because I ’d never been exposed to it. (Participant One).
7 think because of the whole situation that I faced when I grew up and also
being, being a dyke and not being able to live that out, being very
closeted, having to be really suppressed with a lot of emotions, that did
not make me a very communicative, talkative person...(Participant Two).
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Responses to the stress of immigration were also experienced by participants as
barriers to their well-being, and in some cases, responses to the stress of immigration
created increased internal conflict.
It was a stressful, stressful period. I think it took its toll on my health,
certainly on my psyche and on my self-worth. That’s what suffered
through that time period. (Participant One).
I also noticed how, how jarred I was because of the experience I had from
the landing, my level of trusting people and actually opening up and
developing friendships or developing worthy connections that are not
superficial was very hard, and that took me overfive years. Over five
years to get, to get through it (Participant Two).
Theme Two: Relationship Barriers
Participants described various negative experiences within personal relationships.
Lack of understanding, homophobia and withholding of support from friends, family and
community organizations were discussed by participants as barriers to their well-being.
Making new connections and strain on close relationships were also experienced as
barriers by participants. Relationship barriers were experienced by participants before,
during and after immigration; however, specific relationship dynamics often changed
over time. Relationships with family members were most often strained during
participants’ coming out process.
Participants discussed a general lack of connection, which usually presented itself
during the time before immigration. This relationship barrier was described as
experienced passively, (i.e. no individual or organization ensured the participant had a
negative experience), but the culture perpetuated social norms which made for difficulty
in making genuine connections.
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It was a very hard time fo r me, it was lonely because I stayed locked in my
room, and I didn’t have many friends maybe two girls and that’s all. And,
what else, at school it was hard because most of the guys, they knew
something was weird...but it was really hard. During the time that I was
in my home town, it was really really hard...
Ok, so what motivated you to go out and meet new people? (Researcher)
Depression, because it was a long time that I just lock myself and I was
like needing to put out everything. It was a lot of depression... (Participant
Four).
A lack of understanding was explained by participants as occurring at multiple
life stages. The lack of understanding ranged from displays of indifference from friends,
family members and organizations, to family members actively rejecting participants.
The lack of understanding was also experienced implicitly by participants, which led to
stress and even physical reactions.
Because our friends didn’t understand, and in fact when we did the
immigration interview, the best letters we got, were from those who
weren ’t the closest to us. Ourfriends gave us the crappiest letters or
didn’t want to write them at all, or would say things like “oh well, if you
don’t get in it’s just the status quo” instead of committing themselves to
writing us a letter for our application for how valid our relationship was.
So, there was really very little outside support, but I was starved for it.
(Participant One).
I had no support going back there, as a matter of fact when I would go
back from med school, I went to med school in Baton Rouge and it was an
8 hour drive home and even not out of the closet, just on the drive home,
by the time I would get there, I would have like a herpes outbreak on my
lip from the stress, right and I would eat a bottle ofRolaids or Turns, all
the way there, I would eat like 500 before I got there. (Participant Eight).
Participants discussed family members and organizations as actively withholding
support. For those participants immigrating to Canada before the law changed in 2002,
the general lack of specific community agencies was experienced by participants as a
barrier.
My dad said, on his death bed, that if he knew, had known, he would never
have paid fo r my education and he wanted the money back and he wanted
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it back right then, and I told him I ’d write him a check and put it in the
coffin. (Participant Eight).
Participant Two described their experience with seeking support services
upon their arrival in Canada and the difficulty they experienced in connecting
with anyone who could offer appropriate help.
...there was nothing out there in the sense of community services. They
just didn ’t know what to do with me, in the first year nobody knew where,
they didn’t want to touch it, they were horrified, they just couldn ’t believe
it happened and because they couldn’t believe it happened like they said
you made this story up! (Participant Two).
Homophobia within the context of one’s family was experienced by participants,
primarily during the time before immigration and in the context of the participants’
coming out; however, some continued to experience homophobia from family members
beyond that context.
...so my mother called me and she was like, (name), that’s wrong, you
don’t do that to men blah, blah, we used to dance together and my mother
said that you shouldn ’t dance with men, blah, blah, and so like okay, like
you know, for the answer, and then in Grade 8 there was another guy that
was 14, I fell in love, I told my mom I had a crush on someone, I think I
like him, and I said that to her and she was like do you want to go to a
psychology or something, or like my mom is not prepared (Participant
Five).
No, no actually I got disowned. I was officially written out of the will, the
only one officially written out. And it also, the other kids are on the
tombstone and I ’m not. As in, the father of, right. (Participant Eight).
The process of immigration not only led to strain on the individual, but also
created strain within relationships. This strain resulted in the ending of intimate
relationships as well as changes in relationship dynamics.
And we suddenly were faced with the fact that who are we now? What,
what is left of our relationship, what is the love we have, what do we hold,
and I was right there, I just, I just you know, was so excited and just really
looking forward to this, and I noticed that she started withdrawing, what I
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didn ’t know at that time was that she was having several affairs with other
women at the same time, I had no idea...(Participant Two).
Your whole power balance in the relationship shifts. You don’t really
realize that at the time, because previous to this, (name) has complete
power to say, leave the country, go away, 1 can leave, but she has the
power, she’s the one working, she’s the one making an income. I ’m the
one mooching, well, I had an income, but...And, when the landing takes
place, suddenly I can leave, and she’s powerless, and so there’s a definite
shift, and for a lot of people, that’s where they have a hard time.
(Participant One).
Making new connections was discussed as a barrier by participants. This barrier
was experienced after they arrived in Canada and in most cases had to do with cultural
and/or linguistic issues.
Um, honestly, it’s a different culture, and I guess we are more warm
people, I wouldn ’t say more friendly because I have really good friends
here. So, I guess at first when you don’t know the culture so you don’t
know how to approach people, like at first I thought people were kind of
up tight, but once you break that I really like the Canadian way of being.
The people are really open, and you win their trust and they’re open and
they’re really good friends and close friends and you can talk to you guys.
But, that was the think that at first was hard for me to figure out so I had
that barrier to get new friends. And my main motive at first was to slip out
of my Latino community because I always thought that if I keep myself in
the Latino community I ’m never going to be learning the language or the
culture. (Participant Three).
i

Theme Three: Socio-Political Oppression
Socio-political oppression was experienced by participants before, during, and
after immigration. Oppression of this nature was experienced more intensely before
immigration; however, participants discussed incidences of socio-political oppression in
Canada and during the immigration experience as well. Socio-political oppression is used
to describe marginalization and discrimination as part of the social and political climate
of any particular context. More specifically, participants discussed an oppressive climate
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for those identifying as homosexual (before, during and after immigration), and an
oppressive climate for those identifying as immigrants after landing in Canada.
Participants discussed oppression on a governmental level, where no specific
rights or laws for the protection of gay and lesbian individuals existed. For participants
immigrating before 2002, this was an issue both in their country of origin and in Canada.
That I know of, there is no hate crime legislation, like there are in
Canada. In the past week, 2 gay bars, one lesbian house party for a
political fundraiser was raided and a gay bar in Dallas was raided on
pride (Participant One).
...we have a huge problems with the police, and the cops and with the
government, like because they are homophobic a lot... in Columbia the
police would call you faggot, queer, you ’re gay, whatever (Participant
Five).
Participants described a climate of homophobia in their country of origin as
existing very intensely. Participants discussed this oppression as existing both implicitly,
and explicitly, with some individuals describing a sense of fear for their own personal
safety.
...it was a very intense environment because the society in Germany is
based a lot on fear, and a lot on rules and if you don’t fit the rules you’re
out, basically you get scrutinized, you get bullied, the area where I was
living it was quite regular that a woman could not walk on her own at
night so you always had to be in groups so if you were a loner you were
pretty much in danger...... there had been several occasions in my life
where I had to buckle and run and so one of the rules for clothing was
comfortable running shoes at all times, and also lots o f clothes that, you
know, if you do get hit, that you don’t get injured and also for lots of
dykes, you would dress more masculine than you would just to protect
yourself, but in Europe its more the look of the gentleman where as here in
Canada its more the truck driver look. (Participant Two).
Back then we have to be careful whenever we go to a gay bar. Before
getting into a gay bar we have to look over our shoulders and see if
anyone was looking whenever we were getting inside the gay bar. And it
was difficult but not impossible. (Participant Three).
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Yes, because I was working in the UN and stuff but it was more because, it
was because I was working with transgender, so if gay are threatened,
transgendered are really threatened by society...so because I was working
with them I got threatened too, not only because I ’m gay, but because I
was working with them. (Participant Five).
I was in situations where the police, when we were going out with my
friends, like they would stop us and was very violent, and there’s a lot of
corruption in Mexico, and we been, like myself and my friend, like we
were pointed with the guns to the head. So, all those kinds o f situations
like, that I put down in my story. And, so many are encounters with the
police when they just want to take money from you, and they don’t really
care about yourself, and they... Yeah, like, they didn ’t exactly knew that I
was gay, but they thought that I could be and they knew that they can
start, like, asking for money, like, it was kind of like, they could say, oh,
you don’t want me to tell people that you’re gay, like, they keep asking for
money and it can get really bad for men. (Participant Six).
Just the attitude towards gay people. It’s very visible in media, in everyday
jobs, you know, it’s like we have anecdotes, there are a lot of anecdotes
about gays, people making fun of gays, and here in Canada, or in the US,
the “F ” word, people fight against it, and here it’s kind of normal to use
the equivalent to that word (Participant Seven).
I ’m a girl from a very small town in Arkansas, like 1200 people on
Saturday, 54% senior citizens and we had the only traffic light in the
county. And which grocery store you shopped at depended on which
Methodist church you attended...So I didn’t come out there...That whole
being tied by a rope behind the truck and dragged to your death thing by
your brothers and stuff, not so good (Participant Eight).
The context was Catholic Ireland in 1980, so not a great context...I was
let’s say about 14 in Ireland and I was bom in 1969, so sort of in the mid
80s, and homosexuality was completely invisible in Irish culture, it was
associated with, you know, evil foreign habits basically (Participant Nine).
Religious context was described by participants as a barrier to one’s own freedom
of personal expression.
Okay first, I ’m Catholic, my parents are Catholic, so Catholicism is huge,
so you’re feel like you are making, a huge scene, and what else, the
society is at that time was pretty closed and it was really hard. (Participant
Five).
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Well, 1 was the leader of the youth group of the Catholic Church for 6
years...So I was in the wrong place at the wrong time. (Participant Six).
After arriving in Canada, a different set of obstacles arose. Participants discussed
their status as an immigrant as having a detrimental effect on their ability to obtain
employment, to enroll in post-secondary education and to have education, training, and
work experience obtained in another country recognized in Canada.
My biggest barrier is going back to work. The fact that I was unemployed
fo r so long made me unemployable and that the longer I was unemployed
the more unemployable I am. (Participant One).
They would not accept my credits. They would not accept my knowledge
that 1 had from a four year education, right, it was nothing, nothing, you
have to go back to high school, you have to pass everything with 95% in
order to get into the physiotherapy program. (Participant Two).
Post immigration, participants described a different sense of oppression that they
did not experience in their countries of origin, but that they experienced in Canada as a
result of their social class, immigrant and/or foreign status.
Within the dyke community I ’ve experienced classism, when I came to
Canada I dressed as we dress in Europe which is, which is I would say
quite urban, and when I came here people would not talk to me because I
was so urban. So they, they would just like treat me differently, so as
soon as I would start wearing truck driver pants, you know, and shabby
jeans, and big boots, then I would classify as butch and I was tall so they
put me into that category and they would say, okay, you can come in, so to
say. (Participant Two).
...so if you feel like, I don’t know, it’s weird, sometimes being a refugee
became a problem, because it was like, oh yea, immigrants, oh
yea...Especially in London, its pretty close, like closed minded, not open
minded. (Participant Five).
I still see, and did see and still see a lot of anti-Americanism, a huge
amount of anti-Americanism, we had a grace period of about nine months
after September 11 where people were being nice to Americans, but then
that didn’t last right... (Participant Eight).
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Cultural and linguistic issues became problematic for participants after arriving in
Canada. Participants discussed issues with communication which hindered their ability to
give and receive information, as well as their ability to express themselves emotionally.
...sometimes you feel like you cannot express yourself at all, and you’re
missing yourself you miss yourself and you miss how you used to behave
because when you are talking you are behaving differently than in your
own language, when you are ESL sometimes you just feel like you have to
act in a really weird way. (Participant Five).
Feelings of unpredictability, instability, and uncertainty due to the immigration
process itself were described by participants. Participants spoke about their lives being on
hold, sometimes for years at a time, and lacking certainty about their own future. In cases
where an intimate partner was involved they expressed uncertainty about that
relationship.
...you have one foot in and the otherfoot out, because you are in this
country but you are not, you don’t know if you are going back or you are
staying. I was studying in London because I was 20, so I went to high
school there... it was in that part, following that year it was over a year
and two months I was a like, what’s going to happen with me and my life
starting to go down and everything, and not knowing if you are going back
or not, and sometimes, I was by myself so it was pretty hard too.
(Participant Five).
Yeah, it’s awful because your life is in pause, it’s like, you don’t know like,
where you ’re going live, where’s going stay or not and yeah, it’s very
stressful. (Participant Six).
As part of the immigration process, those participants immigrating as part of a
couple were asked to prove the status of their relationship. Participants described this
instruction to be especially difficult.
It was difficult because at first we were separated for a whole year. And it
was uncomfortable for us that you have to prove that you are in a
relationship, because you are 100% sure about that. But, the agent, or the
person who follows up with the application, doesn’t know...And, the
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hardest part about that was that somebody else was going to make the
decision as to whether our relationship is true or not. (Participant Four).
...so all this language of defacto spousal and, and us asking for a
humanitarian and compassionate exemption to the laws, that just seems
demeaning (Participant Nine).
Theme Four: Internal Resources
In this theme, participants speak about resources they utilized to cope with
barriers faced, which exist within themselves. These resources include personality
variables, beliefs, and self-care mechanisms. In addition to resources already present
within themselves, participants described ways in which they have learned from
experience, and how this learning changed their self-perception. Passing on their own
resources and knowledge to others in need (and often in similar situations to what the
participants had experienced) was discussed as a coping mechanism for these individuals.
Although all coping helped with immediate functioning, internal resources were
perceived by participants as both positive and negative for their long-term well-being.
Well you basically just cope, you just like, you minimize it, you minimize
the pain that you experience because you don’t know different and then bit
over bit you sort of unpeel the possibilities, you sort of like, you’re
constantly pushing, its sort of like if you would have a, a perimeter of
space around you ,and you’re constantly pushing against it and you’re
constantly trying to make it a little bit bigger but there’s an awful lot of
effort that you have, always kind o f pushing and it squeezes you back and
it’s a pulse all the time, and to get to a place where, you know, where
you ’re actually extending your arms and its not pushing in on you all the
time you can actually have your arms relax, that is huge. And that took
years to develop and once I could relax my arms I actually realized how
much force, how much pain, and how much suffering I had, I had to go
through at a very early youth and therefore not have normal
development...(Participant Two).

36

Participants discussed their personality as being an asset during their coming out,
pre-immigration, with the stresses endured during the immigration process and in the
adjustment period after arriving in Canada.
I always have a really strong personality, and like I said, it wasn ’t an
issue for me, like with my family; I was willing to take the challenge.
(Participant Three).
Yeah, my personality, like I totally didn ’t avoid, like extroverted and
personable and it helped me that I always have a lot of friends, because I
am number seven of a large family, and it’s very easy to socialize and
stuff. (Participant Six).
Personal values and beliefs discussed by participants that assisted them with
barriers they faced included a belief in self and beliefs about the world and society.
...we have like an idiom like why should I care about what they say, if they
are not my family, they are not giving me anything in my life, so I
shouldn ’t care about them, so I started having this kind of thoughts, and
that’s fine. (Participant Five).
I ’m competent, confident and caring. That’s probably how I ’d describe
myself. I ’m also the world’s luckiest person so having a belief system that
you ’re the world’s luckiest person means that I saw that as a very lucky
break, that that happened in the first week, first two weeks rather than me
getting roped into something and not being able to get out. Right, it’s all
about your belief system. (Participant Eight)
Self-care methods discussed by participants included self-soothing techniques and
redirecting repressed sexual energy. Participants explained that redirecting repressed
sexual energy occurred while they were either partially or fully closeted, in their country
of origin, whereas self-soothing techniques were discussed as being utilized at varying
stages in the individuals’ lives.
I learned to smoke young, which I don’t think is good and I don’t know if
it’s a coping strategy. I smoked my first cigarette when I was in second
grade. I tell people I ’m supposed to be six feet tall and that’s why I never
made it to five feet. (Participant One).
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...I didn’t move out of the house basically, I ate everything that was in the
house because I was so, I was so scared. I was, I was paranoid, I was
shocked, I was traumatized and all I could do was just self soothe because
I didn’t quite understand how to access resources (Participant Two).
The reason I went through university so quickly and went through that
school so quickly was because I wasn’t out, so if you don’t do anything
with your sexual energy you can put a lot of focus energy into something
else. (Participant Eight).
Participants described role playing as a way to keep themselves safe from
personal and social ridicule—or in some cases, the threat of physical harm. Role playing
took the form of participants pretending to be someone they were not in order to avoid
any negative consequences of being who they truly were.
...one way I coped with it, because I ’m 6 ’ tall and at that point I was
pretty androgynous so because I didn’t develop until I was 161 could pass
as a boy with no problem, and I was into sports so that was
easy... (Participant Two).
Like I said, I felt like something was wrong with me, and of course we had
to hide all the time, in even, well not had to, but I decided to date girls
because 1 didn ’t want nobody to even suspect. (Participant Seven).
Participants described ways they learned about themselves and the world through
their life experiences. This acquired knowledge was portrayed by participants as
changing their self-perception, their perception about their environment, and providing
them with increased tools to cope.
Well, something important was that 1 was not a patient person before the
process, but during that time I learned how to be a patient person,
because it was two years for us, so that was a very hard time for us, being
separated. But something good that I am very persistent person, and that
has helped me to stay straight and be sure that everything was going to be
ok, even if the answer was no or yes, that everything was going to be for
our benefit. (Participant Four).
Yeah, like the perspective of life, the understanding of the world, being at
the bottom and working through it, it made me have a bigger picture, and
a better understanding about life than 1 would have had kept going and

38

had what I had in Mexico. Just something about myself and the people
who are around. It is worth it, I don’t have the success that probably was
expected from me, from some people, but, I ’m happy so I don’t really care.
I do care, but not much. I used to care. (Participant Six).
Taking one’s own experience, knowledge and resources and paying it forward
was discussed by participants as having a positive effect in their own lives. For these
individuals, paying it forward came in the form of sharing their story, volunteering with
community agencies, and advocating for others in similar situations.
And even sharing this story now I ’m saying well this is just, it has to be
shared because others need to take that faith, others need to have this
faith, because in the end, its all about human connection and it really
doesn ’t matter who, it really doesn ’t, it just matters that people like each
other, treat each other with respect...(Participant Two).
Yes, it’s cool because I know what it’s like and, because I know it’s like an
oppressive society so being at this more, being helping people, like I know
how they feel so 1 know what it’s like in an oppressive society. So doing
that is more about that, like I ’ve seen people that, I know how they feel,
always living low key. Ummm, being part of the gay community in Toronto
is sort of like me giving back... I let them see my personality so they know
that I can help people to have the same advantages and same good luck as
I do. (Participant Six).
...she (lawyer) basically said that I could apply to immigrate just on the
basis o f being self employed in Canada and that would be no problem, but
I said I actually wanted to apply on the basis of a same sex relationship
because the only way that laws change is when enough people go through,
go to the trouble of putting in their applications and then sooner or later
the authorities will say, this is ridiculous, we should just let all these
people in, you know...(Participant Nine).
Theme Five: Symbolic Resources
Participants described various ways of coping using symbolic resources, which
were both tangible and intangible. These resources included creative expression (i.e. art
and writing), staying connected to one’s culture through language and tradition, reading
books, utilizing relaxation exercises, and connecting with spirituality.
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I journaled in both languages. I listened to German radio. I had people
send me tapes of German radio stations. I read German books. I would
invite people for German food potlucks to introduce my culture to them. I
sought out some Germans that were living here... I found some, some
German speaking dykes...I think just some of my ways of how, o f how I am
is still very German, you can’t shake them, you can’t get the German out
o f me, even though I ’m now Canadian. Even though when I go back to
Germany now they say you’re so Canadian! (Participant Two).
...I mean, and yoga, and the breathing, meditation yoga, writing, actually
I can send you some videos, videos and pictures that I use to explain
myself through all the process (Participant Five).
I remember reading things like, you know, Emily Dickenson’s love poems
to her sister-in-law, so I had a sense both that elsewhere in the world it
was possible to be gay, and that you know, it had happened in previous
centuries as well, this was not a brand new thing, so I ’d say, and being
such a reader really helped give me some of what my specific Irish culture
was not giving me... Reading really helped, you know, I began to kind of
seek out the lesbian writings and mostly by American and British authors,
that was a big help, just, just a sense that there were other places in the
world where it was perfectly okay to love women, and you know, some
days I might live in one of those places... (Participant Nine).
I would say the most helpful thing to me in my adolescence was keeping a
diary because I really worked through a lot of the issues and on my own,
writing about them, you know, 1 could question my feelings and I
explored... (Participant Nine).
Theme Six: Relationships/Connections
In this theme, participants described relationships and connections with friends,
family, intimate partners, others sharing similar experiences, community organizations
and professionals in the counselling field as important for their own coping. Although
participants discussed a lack of support from friends and family as a barrier, and
highlighted the need for increased community supports, the support that they did receive
was perceived as significant for coping with the life stresses they have faced. Technology
was discussed as a method for individuals to make new connections with others as well
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as maintain existing connections. Relationships and connections were considered by
these individuals as important for coping before, during, and after immigration.
For those individuals immigrating while in an intimate relationship, support from
their partner was discussed as a valuable resource during stressful life experiences.
I think she’s helped keep me sane a lot of the time. I mean, the fact that
we ’ve been together for longer than most marriages last says something.
And certainly there’s been ups and downs, as with any partnership,
friendship, relationship. She was patient with me through my own rocky
coming out process, and patient with me in the early 90s when I dealt with
some minor depression issues, and she was great dealing with my mother,
she aged and developed some mental health, and/or it turned out dementia
issues. (Participant One).
He was the biggest, the biggest support for me yes. Because for example,
he will prefer to talk to me every day and if it was possible it was almost
every day, to see each other and video conference, and he always be sure
that I remember him, that I always knew that he was there waiting for me.
Yeah, that helped. (Participant Four).
Participants described the support from friends and family. Friend and family
encouragement was discussed at various points in the participants lives; however, for
those immigrating as a couple, friends and family had to write support letters to
legitimize the status of the couple’s relationship which made their support at the time of
immigration especially important.
In Europe 1 had 25 friends of mine take me to the airport and wave me
good-bye, and, and I ’m still choked about that and I still love them and
half of them I ’m still friends with. And it was in the middle of the morning
and they all kind of waved and, and there’s sort of a, there’s a German
lesbian symbol, and its sort of if you take your hands together and some
people call it the vulva sign, but some people also say its volleyball, and
then an officer came up to me and said, what are they doing, all these
secret symbols, blah, blah, blah, and I said, um, that’s my volleyball
team! Because in Germany you can’t be out, right. So but they were
trying to be bold, even my straight friends, you know, they were all doing
that and it was really quite sweet to do that in public and to have that
celebration in that very homophobic environment as to be sent off with,
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but things were just, it was beautiful, it was really, really nice. (Participant
Two).
Yea, and that was just surreal to think of some civil servant looking
through it. Do they look loving? Is there any weak link here, you know,
but actually one thing I found oddly moving was the support letters that
friends and families wrote for us, they were working so hard to make this
work out for us, to get a visa, that even though it would never had
occurred to me to, you know, trying to manage a statement of support
from my family, to actually have a letter from my father going on about
how happy he was to see his daughter in this loving relationship, and you
know, that was actually very nice, you know, it was a strange exercise to
go through, but it was very feel good... (Participant Nine).
Having knowledge of and connections with others who had similar experiences to
the participants was discussed as important. Participants explained that this kind of
connection let them know that they were not alone.
I was so starved fo r somebody going through the same thing I was going
through, I was on a bus on the east side of town on Commercial Drive,
and I saw (name) get out of a car, and she was walking and I ’m somebody
on a bus and I ’m at the window waving at her like a fool, and she doesn’t
see me at all. But I thought, that’s her, oh my god that’s her, sort of thing,
as I wave frantically, looking like a fool, and people want to move away
from me on the bus. But it was that thing, that she was someone else going
through the exact same thing. (Participant One).
Organizational support was perceived by participants as helpful during their
coming out, during their immigration, and after moving to Canada.
I mean there was a lot of charities, like we have a group of ladies help us
a great deal because we didn ’t know where to get our winter stuff, makes
sense, because it was new for me, I mean, and they were so supportive.
(Participant Three).
I was fortunate in that my partner was understanding and there was a
good coming out group here in Vancouver, through the Vancouver
Lesbian Centre, which no longer exists. And that was great, I still see a
few of the people who were in that group with me, that was what helped
me through. (Participant One).
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Participants discussed personal counselling as an important connection regarding
coping with life stresses. Counselling came in the form of therapy, religious counselling,
and work with a life/performance coach. Participants sought out this counselling at
varying times, before, during, and after immigration.
I ’ve done a lot of counselling work and therapy work on my own, I should
mention that, I didn ’t mention that. Just to deal with this whole stuff. It
was really tricky. And I think if I wouldn ’t have had counselling and
therapy work before I came to Canada because I did have that to deal with
some of my personal stuff, or even just the internalized homophobia and
all that crap, I don’t ’ think I would have managed, if I wouldn’t have had
a grasp on subconscious and, and the ability to separate emotions and
feelings from logic, and just develop compassion and understanding to
myself. (Participant Two).
Theme Seven: Support from receiving environment
In this theme, participants discussed their new communities as being facilitating
factors during and after the immigration process. Having rights as set out by Canadian
law was important for participants. Individuals described Canada as being socially
progressive and discussed the mentality of the people as facilitating their own coping.
The experience of participants who immigrated before the law changed in 2002 was
different from the experience of those who immigrated afterwards; however, those
immigrating before the change still acknowledged the progressive nature of rights for gay
and lesbian individuals, even though rights for couples were not yet up to par.
Rights for gay and lesbian people in Canada were discussed by participants as
being more progressive than the laws in their countries of origin. The magnitude of the
difference varied depending on the country of origin.
...as a sense of gay rights, Canada is fantastic, and that was one of the
reasons why in the end I ended up in Canada... (Participant Two).
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I t’s fantastic because it’s something that you cannot do in your country,
which is so sad, because it could be so great to get married in Costa Rica
which is your own country and everything, but it is fantastic that another
country that you didn ’t really know about, that they just accept you and
they accept that you get married. It’s great. (Participant Four).
I don’t know if it’s because we aren’t legally recognized in the US. If you
live in New York City or I imagine San Francisco, I would imagine similar
acceptance. So I don’t know if it’s because of US versus Canada or if it’s
because sometimes now we are accepted by the government so we feel
more acceptance in general. (Participant Seven).
The socially progressive climate in Canada was described by participants as being
a positive for their own experience.
I t’s different here, like it’s accepted to be open, and uh, for us it was like a
piece of pride to be open, seeing guys holding hands, walking down the
street, guys had their own bars and place to go and you didn’t have to
hide, like look over your shoulder like I mentioned before. So it was kinda
really neat. (Participant Three).
Participants described the mentality and nature of Canadian people to be gentle,
kind and facilitating to their experience.
I really want to thank the gentle spirits, in some way the nation of Canada
because if it hadn ’t been so gentle I don’t think I would have been able to
manage. If anybody would have had the same experience in Germany
they would have just died, yea, they would have just folded because there’s
so much more force there. You just have to build resistance there and
some ways the gentleness o f this nation enabled me to unfold things that I
don’t think I would have ever been able to unfold considering the country
and culture I came from. (Participant Two).
Living in Canada was discussed by participants as giving them a sense of personal
liberation, where they are more able to accept themselves and feel more acceptance from
others.
Yes, definitely because I ’ve had the chance to meet people from all over
the world which I probably wouldn ’t have had chance in Ukraine. And,
just being exposed to different cultures. In Canada it’s a more democratic
country, in many senses, we feel more open to express ourselves.
(Participant Seven).
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I think certainly as a lesbian living in Canada allowed me to really build
on my confidence and self acceptance and, just expect more and more of
the society that I live in and let me be as free as my next door neighbour
you know. (Participant Nine).
I

Summary
Nine participants shared their experiences with barriers and coping before, during,
and after immigration. The data were analyzed through the process of restorying,
followed by coding for prominent themes, taking into consideration context and setting.
Seven themes emerged from these stories and included internalized barriers, relationship
barriers, socio-political oppression, internal resources, symbolic resources,
relationships/connections, and support from receiving environment. Three of the themes
were barriers and four reflected facilitating coping and resilience.
Personal Reflections
The reactions of others have informed me that, at first glance, research on gay and
lesbian immigration is an unlikely topic for a white, heterosexual, Canadian-born woman.
And, to be honest, at the beginning of this process, it was not a subject I envisioned
myself researching. However, as I sifted through the available research on
multiculturalism and sexuality, I came across this idea of sexual migration and it piqued
my interest. As I searched for more in the area, I quickly realized that there was not much
left to find. I saw opportunity for new research in an area which has been very much
overlooked by other academics, and I decided then that this was the topic for me.
Literature which was available left me feeling that this population, although relatively
small, were largely ignored and the issues faced by were much bigger than what was
being publicly acknowledged. Being part of a Masters program centered in the principles
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of feminism and social justice, I have viewed this project as my way of putting my
money where my mouth is—making the political personal.
As a person in a position of privilege, my biggest fear in doing this research has
been that people would think I was just another white person going into the lives of
minorities and using their stories, their heartbreaks and their victories, essentially only for
my own personal gain. This has not been my intention, and I think as a result of this fear,
I have gone to greater lengths to ensure that the participants and their experiences have
been respected and represented truthfully. This fear has also pushed me to be as self
aware as possible during this process, which I feel has only enriched my experience of
the research further.
Thanks to the efforts and faith of participants, I was able to get connected with the
nine amazing individuals who shared their stories in this research. In many ways, the
process has been a learning experience for me, but I think the most impactful experiences
I had were with those who helped me, and went above and beyond any expectations, for a
person they did not even know. These were the people who went out of their way to get
me in contact with others, and those who took the time out of their busy schedules to
meet with me, and give me feedback on the work I was doing. In a lot of ways, the
experience reinforced for me, that although I was a stranger and the “other”, we are all
connected as human beings, and this common connection can surpass people’s many
differences. Thank you all for your kind hearts and open minds.
I went into this endeavor with the intention of focusing on coping strategies and
resilience within this population. I felt that coming from a strength-based space was the
most appropriate framework, as previous research has highlighted the many barriers
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faced and I felt that resilience needed to be celebrated. However, as I began meeting with
people, I realized that the barriers did need to be talked about—it seemed both ignorant
and disrespectful to gloss over this information, and important for consumers of this
research to fully understand the experiences of these individuals.
During the collection of stories, I experienced heartbreak and I experienced joy. I
learned about oppression and discrimination, I learned more about the spectacular
resilience of human beings, I learned about other countries and cultures, and I gained
knowledge about immigration and laws—past, present, and future. To say that this
process has been impactful would be an understatement. This research has affected the
way I look at the world. Socially and politically, it has showed me how far Canada has
come in their attempts to provide equal opportunities for everyone. However, it also
highlighted that our country has a far way to go yet. This statement stems from the
realization that immigrants in this country are not enjoying the same quality of life as
Canadian-born citizens, and based on the information shared with me by participants, the
barriers to finding suitable employment leads to a mission impossible situation. The
participants in this study are the type who tend to make the impossible possible; however,
for those with less evolved resiliency, this barrier may remain unbeatable. It seems to me
that without government support, these people may not reach their full potential, and this
country will continue to miss out on the resources these individuals have to offer.
The present research has reinforced my knowledge about the importance of
human connection. We all exist within relational units, and as these participants have
shared, relationships have the power to lift us up, or bring us down. This knowledge has
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validated my choice to become a counselor, and has also made me think twice about the
power individuals have to help one another.
I hope that individuals in this study have experienced at least a portion of the
fulfillment participating, that I have experienced from hearing and telling their stories.
My wish is that they felt respected and heard, and that by sharing their stories they
experienced some therapeutic value. Although this route was unexpected and not where I
set out, I am very happy that I ended up in this place.
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Chapter 5: Discussion
This chapter consists of a brief summary of the themes described in Chapter Four,
as well as a comparison of these themes to the available literature reviewed in Chapter
Two. The comparison is followed by a discussion of the limitations of the study and
implications for future counselling practice and research.
Summary
Nine gay and lesbian immigrants to Canada participated in semi-structured
interviews regarding their experiences with barriers and coping, before, during, and after
immigration. Four women and five men participated, ranging in age from 23 to 49. They
immigrated to Canada from various regions of the world, including Europe, Latin
America, and the United States of America. At the time of interview, participants resided
in four cities across Canada.. Participants immigrated to Canada under various
application types, including Family Class, Humanitarian and Compassionate reasons,
Economic Class, and Refugee status. The transcribed interviews were analyzed and seven
themes emerged.
In the theme “internalized barriers” participants described life obstacles they took
from their environment and made their own. Participants discussed these internal
manifestations and described how these hurdles affected their general well-being. The
participants discussed internalized homophobia as being present in their lives. They
acknowledged it as a product of their social environment and that internalized
homophobia created barriers for access to social supports. Personality characteristics and
self-perceived ability (or lack thereof) to deal with stress were also discussed by
participants as having an effect on their resilience to barriers and having an effect on their
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propensity to find and create social connections. This theme was most pronounced before
and during immigration; however, it was also reported as existing after immigration.
Participants discussed internalized barriers as having an effect on their feelings of self
worth and acceptance, and their ability to make new connections. Internalized barriers
were less pronounced when participants were in a context of acceptance.
In the theme “relationship barriers” participants described negative experiences
within relationships which included another individual or group’s lack of understanding,
homophobia and withholding of support as a result of the participant’s identity. Strain on
relationships as result of the participant’s coming out and/or immigration experience was
discussed, as well as difficulties with making new connections after the move to Canada.
Relationship barriers also included connections with organizations and groups. This
theme was reported as existing before, during and after immigration. In cases when
intimate relationships were present, relationship strain occurred before immigration when
there was large physical distance between the two partners, and during and after
immigration when the two went through the process together. Relationship barriers
manifested themselves more intensely in non-intimate relationships when the participant
was experiencing their coming out process, which occurred at varying times for different
participants. During and post-immigration were times when participants reported the
most pronounced barriers to connecting with community organizations. This theme acted
as a barrier to feeling connected, feeling a sense of belonging, and was reported to have a
negative impact on some existing relationships.
In the theme “socio-political oppression” participants described their experiences
of oppression, discrimination, and marginalization within the broader context including
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government policies and society at large. Oppression of this nature was experienced most
intensely before immigration; however, participants continued to experience oppression,
discrimination, and marginalization during the immigration process and after they arrived
in Canada. In their country of origin, identifying as gay or lesbian was the main issue;
however, once in Canada, being gay or lesbian and being an immigrant became the
concern. This theme was most pronounced before immigration; however, socio-political
oppression was also present post immigration. This theme was least pronounced during
immigration. Oppression pre-immigration was experienced as a consequence of the
participants’ sexuality, whereas oppression post-immigration was experienced, for the
most part, as a consequence of the participants’ immigration status. Participants discussed
this theme as being a barrier to their feelings of self worth and acceptance, personal and
social freedoms, ability to find employment, and legal rights.
In the theme “internal resources” participants spoke about personal resources such
as their personality, values, beliefs and self-care, which they deemed helpful in stressful
situations. They also discussed knowledge they gained through their experiences and the
value they perceived and the satisfaction received from being able to pay it forward.
Passing along the knowledge they gained from their own experiences occurred in various
ways, including volunteering with frontline organizations, participating in organized
advocacy, and making personal/political statements in hopes of changing policy. This
theme was pronounced at all three stages—pre, during and post-immigration, and
manifested itself as personal resilience to obstacles which interfered with the participants’
well-being. Participants discussed a sense of hopefulness and determination which helped
carry them through tough times.
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In the theme “symbolic resources” participants described specific resources which
were both tangible and intangible, which helped them cope with the stress of coming out,
immigrating, settling in a new country, and other life stresses as they arose. The resources
discussed included creative expression (i.e. creative writing, keeping a journal and art),
reading relevant literature, staying connected with one’s cultural traditions (i.e. food,
music, holiday traditions) and practicing relaxation exercises, often with a spiritual
component, such as yoga and meditation. This theme was pronounced in the times before
and after immigration—it was not discussed in association with the time during the
immigration process. The symbolic resources utilized acted as coping strategies which
facilitated self-nurturance and staying connected to one’s identity.
In the theme “relationships/connections” participants described the facilitating
nature of supportive relationships. They discussed supportive friends and family, as well
as the importance of having connections with people who have shared similar
experiences. Similarly, having connections with organizations and/or groups with an
understanding of the participant’s situation was also described as helpful. Support from
an intimate partner was discussed as a coping facilitator, before, during and after
immigration. Relationships and connectedness acted as facilitators to coping for
participants at all stages. Participants reported pre-immigration relationships and
connections as assisting to building and maintain resilience mostly for issues related to
one’s sexuality, whereas during and after the immigration process, relationships and
connections were important facilitators for dealing with the stress of immigration and the
stresses associated with resettlement.
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In the theme “support from receiving environment” participants discussed various
aspects of the country, and how being in Canada helped them, including country’s role in
resolving barriers. Support from the government in the form of laws mandating gay rights
were discussed by participants. They felt that with the support of the government, they
felt more acceptance than they possibly could in a place without these rights. Participants
discussed Canada’s socially progressive nature, as well as the mentality and kind
heartedness of the people to be beneficial for their transition and for their personal
freedom. This theme was most pronounced after immigration but was also considered
significant during the immigration process. Canada was not discussed in relation to
coping during the time before immigration. During the immigration process, Canada was
important for coping as the country has legal rights in place which allowed for the
participants to immigrate. Post-immigration, Canada’s legal rights, social acceptance and
social progression were discussed as facilitating factors when coping with life obstacles.
Comparison to Literature
Internalized barriers. Participants noted their main internalized barrier to be
internalized homophobia. Although not explicitly labeled as internalized homophobia,
available research describes a sense of disconnection for Russian lesbians and Black
African men between their cultural identity and their sexual identity (Kuntsman, 2003 &
Doyal, et al, 2008). Participants in these studies reported having negative associations
with the labels “gay” and “lesbian”. Internalized homophobia was described by
participants of the present study as being more intense before immigration, which is
consistent with available literature that described the immigration experience as a
“liberation of the body and consciousness” (Kuntsman, 2003, p. 300).
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Participants in the present study described personality characteristics and their
own response to stress to be problematic at times. The literature did not characterize
those issues as barriers.
Relationship barriers. Available literature on the experiences of refugee status
immigrants suggests that individuals often experience a lack of social support before
immigration and relational stress after resettlement in their new home (Short, et al.,
2010). This research is consistent with the findings of the present study; however,
experiencing a lack of support from friends and family members and relational stress
were obstacles for participants before, during, and after immigration. The timing of the
loss of support from family varied depending on when the participant came out as being
gay or lesbian, whereas the period of coming out was often when participants
experienced the most intense lack of support from family. Relational stress in the present
study was reported most when participants were in a relationship at the time of
immigration. The result of relational strain varied from a power shift in the relationship to
the termination of relationships.
Barriers to making new connections were described by participants of the present
study; however, the available literature did not report the same finding. Difficulty making
new connections existed both before and after immigration. Before immigration, making
new connections was reported to be difficult for participants due to internalized barriers,
whereas after immigration, cultural differences acted as a barrier to forging new
relationships.
Socio-political oppression. Participants described a sense of oppression and
discrimination in their country of origin, based on their sexual orientation, which was
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consistent with findings in the available research (Bianchi, et al., 2007; Acosta, 2008;
Bianchi, et al, 2007; Carrillo, 2004; Kuntsman, 2003; Doyal, et al, 2008). However,
participants in the present study discussed a lack of rights and laws for gay and lesbian
individuals as a barrier, where as this level of specificity was not reached in the literature.
Upon relocation, participants in the present study described a sense of
discrimination based on their immigrant status, in relation to employment, education, and
social class. This finding was consistent with available research suggesting that gay and
lesbian individuals continue to experience oppression after relocation (Greene, 1994;
Parks, et al., 2004; Sanders, 2002). The literature further indicates that gay and lesbian
immigrants can experience racism within the queer community after immigration
(Ibanez, et al., 2009); however, participants in the present study did not describe this
phenomenon in relation to their own experience. As the available literature suggests,
people are more likely to experience racism in the queer community when they have
darker skin, which is consistent with the reports from participants in the current study.
Participants of the present study reported feelings of unpredictability, instability,
and uncertainty during the immigration process, which was consistent with the literature
indicating that the immigration process can often be re-traumatizing (Perez-Ramirez,
2003).
As mentioned in the literature regarding same-sex immigration to Canada, proof
of relationship status in the immigration process for same-sex couples was viewed as
discriminatory (La Violette, 2004). A similar experience was described by participants of
the present study, whereas having to prove a relationship existed in a context where such
relationships were not allowed was both painstaking and demeaning.
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Internal resources. Participants in the present study described personality
characteristics as influencing their ability to cope, before, during, and after immigration.
The available literature supported this finding—using the terms personal characteristics,
personal history, gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, individual factors, coping style and
person-environment interaction to describe a similar phenomenon (Phinney, et al., 2001;
Short, et al., 2010; Perez-Ramirez, 2003; Zea, Reisen & Poppen, 1999; Bowleg, Craig &
Burkholder, 2004; Bowleg, et al., 2003). Personal values and beliefs, as described by
participants in the present study, were also consistent with the literature reporting self
acceptance as important for coping with the stress of multiple minority status (Wilson &
Miller, 2002).
Self-soothing was reported by participants in the present study as a way to deal
with stress before, during, and after immigration; however, this phenomenon was not
explicitly reported in the available literature. The concept of redirecting one’s energy was
reported by participants of the present study as a way to cope, and although redirection of
energy was not overtly captured in the available research one study reported that to avoid
discrimination, participants suppressed their energy by changing their sexual behaviour
(Wilson & Miller, 2002).
Participants of the present study reported role playing as a way to deal with stress,
which was consistent with literature reporting role flexing as a means to cope with
barriers faced by African American gay men (Wilson & Miller, 2002).
Reports of learning about oneself, gaining new knowledge, and paying their
knowledge forward were primarily discussed by participants of the present study as
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occurring after immigration. Similar findings could not be found in the available
literature.
Symbolic resources. Participants in the present study described the use of books,
art, writing, integration of culture and tradition, relaxation exercises (i.e. yoga and
breathing exercises) and spirituality as assisting with their ability to cope. Literature
regarding immigration and coping highlighted the usefulness of integrating one’s home
culture into their new home as a buffer against negative mental health outcomes
(Markorizky & Mosek, 2005). Participants of the present study indicated the use of
spirituality to cope with stress and build resilience. This finding was consistent with the
available literature which coined the phenomenon “keeping the faith” (Wilson & Miller,
2002). The use of reading, writing, art, books, and relaxation exercises were not found in
the available literature as contributing to gay and lesbian immigrant coping.
Relationships/Connections. Relationships and connections with family, friends,
others in a similar situation, and social organizations were described as important by
participants of the present study before, during, and after immigration. Available
literature was consistent with this finding (Perez-Ramirez, 2003; Wilson & Miller, 2003).
Participants in the present study went into further detail about the specific relationships
they received support from than the available literature. Having a supportive partner,
supportive family members and friends, knowledge of or connections with other gay men
or lesbians immigrating to Canada, and specific organizations available for support were
described as important by participants in the present study.
Personal counselling was a service utilized by participants in the study to assist in
dealing with stress and life circumstance. Participants discussed having experiences with
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personal counselling before, during, and after immigration. This finding was not evident
in the available research.
Support from receiving environment. Participants described having rights and
laws to serve and protect them in Canada. These laws and rights were associated with
feelings of acceptance, which participants had not experienced in their country of origin.
Canada’s socially progressive nature was also important for participants’ personal growth
and sense of liberation. There was no research regarding the post-immigration experience
of gay and lesbian immigrants to Canada. In the available literature on sexual migration,
laws in the new country were not reported specifically; however, social progression in the
new location was important for participants to feel an increased sense of acceptance and
freedom (Bianchi, et al., 2007; Kuntsman, 2003; Espin, 1995; Doyal, et al., 2008; Acosta,
2008). In addition, literature has suggested that the response of the receiving society has
an effect on one’s ability to cope with the process of immigration (Phinney, et al., 2001;
Short, et al., 2010; Perez-Ramirez, 2003).
The mentality of Canadian people was reported as facilitating a smooth transition
to Canada—this finding is also supported by the above literature (Phinney, et al., 2001;
Short, et al., 2010; Perez-Ramirez, 2003).
Limitations
This study is not without its limitations. The small and specific nature of the
research sample has resulted in the limited generalizability of findings to the gay and
lesbian immigrant population. There is a possibility that the sample interviewed showed
more developed coping strategies and resilience because the majority of participants
immigrated with the support of an intimate partner. In addition, the barriers faced during
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the actual immigration experience cannot be generalized because these individuals
participating in this study were successful, making their experience with Canadian
immigration different from those who were not successful. Choice of relocation likely
had an influence on post-immigration experiences, as all of the participants involved in
the study migrated to large, and typically more progressive, cities in Canada. Due to the
selectiveness of the sample, the results presented may be more representative of the
coping strategies used by resilient individuals, rather than representing the coping
strategies of the gay and lesbian immigrant population in general. The present research is
limited in its applicability due to this selectiveness and the small scale of the study.
Finally, although all participants were proficient in English, emotional expression in a
second language proved difficult for some participants, which created a barrier for
reaching depth in some of the data.
Conclusion
Barriers faced and coping strategies utilized by gay and lesbian immigrants to
Canada were identified through analysis of semi-structured interview data collected from
nine men and women residing in Vancouver, London, Toronto, and Ottawa. Participants
described obstacles to their well-being as experienced before, during, and after
immigration, and shared the ways in which they coped with these barriers. Barriers were
experienced on personal, social, and cultural levels, and coping strategies and strength
came from internal, symbolic, relationship and environmental resources.
The findings were different from the available literature in several ways. The
differences reviewed in this section highlight future possibilities for research and the
practice of counselling. Although the available research indicates that barriers exist on a
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personal level (i.e. internalized homophobia), the negative consequence that the
oppressive nature of this population’s environment has on this population’s personality
development and ability to deal with stress remains unclear. Participants described
specific incidences of strain on intimate relationships as a result of separation and the
immigration process. This strain on intimate relationships for gay and lesbian immigrants
is not addressed in the available literature—however, it seems significant as relationships
and connections were described as important facilitators to coping for the sample in the
present study. Difficulty in making new connections due to one’s uncertainty in self,
uncertainly of resident status, and uncertainty of new language and culture were
described as barriers by participants of the present study, but not addressed explicitly in
the available literature. Participants described a lack of gay rights in their country of
origin as being an obstacle, while reporting the presence of laws to protect their rights in
Canada to be a facilitator to their well-being. There is little mention of laws, specifically,
in the literature on barriers/stress and coping for this population.
The available literature discusses experiences of racism, both outside and within
the gay community of the new country. The findings of the present study do not
necessarily support this finding, but participants did report experiences of oppression in
the new location regarding employment, education, and class. There has been little
mentioned in the available research regarding this population’s experience of learning
and personal growth as a result of living through the barriers they have faced.
Additionally, the concept of paying their knowledge and experiences forward to others in
need remains unreported in the relevant literature.
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The use of specific coping tools (i.e. yoga, reading, writing, etc.) among this
population is underreported in the available research, as is the use of personal counselling
as reported by participants in the present study. Finally, much of the available research
suggests that this population would be more likely to face poor mental health outcomes
due to the multiple levels of oppression they face; however, the findings of this research
suggest that these multiple layers of oppression may have, instead, built resilience among
the participants.
The findings of this study are consistent with the implications of relational
cultural theory, reviewed earlier. Evidence of internalized homophobia and emphasis on
relationships and socio-political context from the participants in the present study
supports the concept within relational cultural theory which proposes that a sense of self
is experienced within a larger relational unit. Additionally, relational cultural theory
suggests that having a sense of collective identity acts as a buffer to life obstacles, which
is consistent with the present findings which highlight the importance of relationships—
specifically, having a connection to people who shared similar experiences to the
participants.
This study gives a voice to the silent struggle of gay and lesbian immigrants to
Canada. Although the participants’ stories are not representative of the experience of
every individual in this population, this study provides a description of their experiences
in hopes that the findings will act as a foundation for future research and will be taken
into consideration in counselling practice. The findings highlight the importance of social
relationships and cultural acceptance in gaining personal acceptance and the role personal

61

attributes, human connection and environment have in facilitating or hindering resilience
and personal well-being for those who are multiply marginalized in this way.
Implications
Research
There is no available literature on the experience of gay and lesbian immigrants to
Canada, before, during, and after the immigration process. More Canadian research is
needed, as this population is growing and has been largely ignored. For accuracy,
applicability, and credibility, future development of research in this area might be done in
partnership with members of the gay and lesbian immigrant population. The findings of
this study suggest that future research needs to focus on how this population becomes
resilient despite the multiple layers of oppression they have faced. In addition, future
research should focus on the class divide (including employment and education barriers)
individuals face upon relocation to Canada, taking into consideration that their
contributions are often underutilized by the Canadian work force.
Counselling
Counsellor sensitivity to and knowledge of a client’s culture is imperative. Having
knowledge of the experience of this particular population is important—especially given
their reported openness to seeking personal counselling. A counselor could provide the
client with the social connection they may be lacking and act as a model for making new
connections outside of the counseling context. Additionally, being knowledgeable of
relevant community referrals for individuals within this population is important.
Advocacy for employment and education rights within a counselling setting may help to
educate as well as empower clients who may otherwise be on their own to figure out the
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Canadian system. Acknowledgement of the multi-layered oppression faced by this group
through advocacy could make a personal and a political impact for the gay and lesbian
immigrant population. Finally, counsellors may be encouraged to celebrate the resilience
of this group and facilitate the continuation of their empowerment.
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Appendix A: Poster Advertisement

Coping Research with
Gay and Lesbian
Immigrants
Gay and Lesbian immigrants to Canada,
over 18 years of age, English speaking,
who have been in Canada for at least one
year.
We are interested in your pre
immigration, immigration, and post
immigration experiences.
If you would like to participate in the
study, please contact Cassie Fischer,
Project Coordinator
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Appendix B: Letter of Information and Consent
Barriers and coping among gay and lesbian immigrants to Canada
Letter of Information
My name is Cassie Fischer and I am Masters candidate at the Faculty of Education at The
University of Western Ontario. I am currently conducting research into coping strategies
used by gay and lesbian immigrants to Canada and would like to invite you to participate
in this study.
The aim of this study is to explore how coping strategies and strengths are used by gay
and lesbian immigrants to Canada over the span of their lives.
If you agree to participate in this study you will be asked to meet the interviewer at an
agreed upon place and time, fill out a brief questionnaire, and participate in a one-on-one
interview which could take from one to two hours. With your consent, the interviews will
be audio recorded and later transcribed into written format.
The information collected will be used for research purposes only, and neither your name
nor information which could identify you will be used in any publication or presentation
of the study results. All information collected for the study will be kept confidential by
replacing identifying information with number coding and having all data encrypted on
the interviewer’s computer, with hard copy documentation locked in a safe. Although the
researchers will make every effort to keep your identity confidential, anonymity cannot
be guaranteed. Despite the researcher's best attempts to remove any potentially
identifying information from the results, there is a small possibility that your participation
could be known by readers of the final report. Upon completion of the study, documents
will be kept at the University of Western Ontario for five years at which time the
documents will be destroyed.
There are no known risks to participating in this study.
Participation in this study is completely voluntary. You may refuse to participate, refuse
to answer any questions or withdraw from the study at any time with no effect on your
relationship with LEGIT.
If you have any questions about the conduct of this study or your rights as a research
participant, you may contact the Manager, Office of Research Ethics, The University of
Western Ontario at 519-661-3036 or ethics @uwo xa. If you have any questions about this
study, please contact Cassie Fischer or Jason Brown. This letter is yours to keep for
future reference.

Sincerely,
Cassie Fischer, MEd Candidate
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Appendix C: Demographic Questionnaire
Demographic Questionnaire
Please answer the following questions:
1) Age:____________
2) How do you identify (regarding intimate partner choice):__________________
3) Country of origin:____________________
4) How many years have you been in Canada?_____________
5) Would you like to receive a copy of the final report?______________
6) If yes, please provide contact information where you would like the report to be
sent.
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Appendix D: Semi-structured Interview
Pre Immigration
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Were you able to come out as gay/lesbian in your country of origin?
What does it mean to be gay/lesbian in your country of origin?
What barriers did you face as a sexual minority (personal, social, and cultural
barriers)?
How were you able to cope with these barriers on a personal level (e.g.
personality, personal history, attributes, etc.)?
Were there specific relationships or other social supports which helped you
manage these barriers?
Were there aspects of your culture that you attribute to your personal strengths
and ability to cope with marginalization?
How do you feel about your coping strategies when you reflect back on them?
Would you do anything different?

Immigration
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

How did you know it was the right time to relocate when you did?
How did you come to choose Canada as your destination?
What barriers did you face as a sexual minority immigrating to Canada (personal,
social and cultural barriers?)
What barriers did you face as a sexual minority immigrating to Canada (legally or
from the immigration department)?
How were you able to overcome these barriers on a personal level (e.g.
personality, personal history, attributes, etc.)?
Were there specific relationships or other social supports which helped you
manage these barriers?
Were there aspects of your culture that you attribute to your personal strengths
and ability to cope with marginalization?
How do you feel about your coping strategies when you reflect back on them?
Would you do anything different?

Post-immigration
•
•
•
•
•

What does it mean to you to be living in Canada?
What does it mean for you to be gay/lesbian in Canada?
What barriers do you face as a sexual minority in Canada (personal, social, and
cultural barriers)?
How were you able to cope with these barriers on a personal level (e.g.
personality, personal history, attributes, etc.)?
Are there specific relationships or other social supports in Canada which helped
you manage these barriers?
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Are there aspects of your culture that you attribute to your personal strengths and
ability to cope with marginalization?
Do you feel as though your coping strategies have changed throughout your
immigration story? What changes have you seen and how might you explain a
change?
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Appendix E: Passages by Code
Abandonment
So I phoned 25 phone numbers that I had and one phoned back, but she phoned
back five days later, so fo r five days I had nobody to do anything, I didn ’t know
how legal I was in the country, I phoned LEGIT, they couldn ’t help me at all, they
were baffled by the situation, they just basically said we’re not responsible for
what happens afterwards, there was absolutely no legal advice that I could be
getting, within those five days 1 tried to figure out what the hell was going on on
K ’s side, she didn’t talk to me properly, and at some point 1figured it out that she
had met another German woman who looked like me, like I looked in 1988 and
that woman’s German was, her English, sorry, was very poor and she started that
relationship with that woman and she started that relationship with that woman
just pretty shortly after we had the interview...
Acceptance
I don’t know if it’s because we aren’t legally recognized. In the US, if you live in
New York City or I imagine San Francisco, I would imagine similar acceptance.
So I don’t know if it’s because o f US vs Canada or if it’s because sometimes now
we are accepting by the government so we feel more acceptance in general.
...there are lots of couples like us. They came under similar situations. Certainly
in general in Toronto there are lots of immigrants. So, we didn’t feel any
discrimination in that regard.
Right, it does feel, yeah, kind of unfair, but we didn’t expect any less. And in fact,
we were prepared fo r worse, but it actually turned out to be very easy, and once
we were in Canada, we were very accepted.
I don’t know if it’s because we aren ’t legally recognized. In the US, if you live in
New York City or I imagine San Francisco, 1 would imagine similar acceptance.
So I don’t know if it’s because of US vs Canada or if it’s because sometimes now
we are accepting by the government so we feel more acceptance in general.
...there are lots of couples like us. They came under similar situations. Certainly
in general in Toronto there are lots of immigrants. So, we didn’t feel any
discrimination in that regard.
Advocacy
...she (lawyer) basically said that I would apply to immigrate just on the basis of
being self employed in Canada and that would be no problem, but I said I actually
wanted to apply on the basis of a same sex relationship because the only way that
laws change is when enough people go through, go to the trouble of putting in
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their applications and then sooner or later the authorities will say, this is
ridiculous, we should just let all these people in, you know.
Alienation
I mean people will be friendly but at first, again we’re talking about 23 years
back, so immigrants, Costa Rica wasn 't a known country, nobody knew about our
background, now people are more open about immigrants, and back then, we
were like aliens, so the way we talked the way we walked, the way we did
everything, so it was kind of like we felt under a spot light. So, like wearing a suit.
Alone
Yep, and so you don’t ever know who you can really talk to and who you can’t,
which is one of the reasons I was a student pretty much the entire time because
that gave me that security.
...there was no venue to express that, there was no, I couldn’t talk to anybody,
there was absolutely 0, nobody...
It was a very hard time for me, it was lonely because I stayed locked in my room,
and I didn’t have many friends maybe two girls and that’s all. And, what else, at
school it was hard because most of the guys, they knew something was weird... but
it was really hard. During the time that I was in my home town, it was really
really hard.
You felt like you were on your own.
Well we were. We knew no other people who were in the same predicament, we
knew no other cross-boarder couples, and there was nothing.
I didn ’t quite understand how to access resources there was no information
package that was given to me, like in case of emergency or in case of abuse or in
case of you know, things not working out these are the numbers you can phone,
there was nothing.
Oh, it was a little hard because I am from a small town, so it was a little hard
because it’s not acceptable at all, so, 1 chose, let me find it here, I choose to
disguise myself. Most of the time when I was a teenager, I just went to the high
school, then I went home, and I just stayed in my bedroom and locked it. It was a
very hard time fo r me.
Anger
I was so mad and angry, I could not stop being furious, I mean, I definitely didn’t
have at the time the ability to control my emotions, back then, but then I don’t
think anybody being in that situation would. I don’t think that’s something to be
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expected and 1 think when people ask someone from a foreign country to come in,
they need to understand that this person is dealing with major, major adrenalin
fear responses, that the sympathetic nervous system is over active and the
parasympathetic cannot just switch on, so the common sense, the logic is just
toast, it’s roasted, the whole instinctual response is full flare on, flight fight is full
duty in glory! And it’s hard to get out of there if you don’t have help.
Anti-Americanism
I still see, and did see and still see a lot of anti-Americanism, a huge amount of
anti-Americanism, we had a grace period of about nine months after September
11th where people were being nice to Americans, but then that didn’t last right,
that went right back so we had, actually on September 11th I was doing surgery
that day and later that afternoon or the next day two friends of mine that 1 thought
were friends o f mine, actually came in to the exam room with me and said well the
United States better rethink theirforeign policy don’t you think, it just shows that
they deserved it. Now, part of me wanted to grab a scalpel and rip their guts out
and show them to them, right. Because to them it was this you deserve it, nobody
deserves, nobody deserves to have 3000 people who are just going to work to feed
their kids murdered, I don’t care who you agree with, and they’re fucking peace
loving hippies that came in that said that, right, they wouldn ’t hurt anybody
unless that person was harpooning a dolphin, but they’re totally okay with 3000
Americans being dead, because they don’t like our social policies in the third
world country, so we’re fucking paying fo r everybody to stay alive and no thanks
from anybody else...
But yea, there’s a lot of anti-Americanism up here, I don’t find it as much as I
used to, I make dam sure I keep my dialect sharpened up so people know I ’m
American. If anybody ever tells me I ’m losing it, I call home and get it back
Application
...we went to the lawyer here, Mr. HAGUES, and it was all quite secretive and it
was also like, it was all not very clear, there was, there was no format, however
there was a guideline, a direction, and I guess we were pretty adventurous and so
we said okay, let’s do that and so we started the whole process (21:55) and the
process contained of A) telling our story, B) getting letters of references of
anybody we knew to verify the relationship we have, and at the time there was this
movie Green Card that came out, I don’t know if you’ve ever seen it, but it came
out at the same time and it was horrible because it, the movie doesn ’t go right,
and I was paranoid about certain things and I was horrified that you know, the
police would knock on my door and take me away or take her away and while we
were in Germany together I always had this nightmare that the German police
would come, knock on the door and say, you know, out.
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It was difficult because at first we were separated for a whole year. And it was
uncomfortable for us that you have to prove that you are in a relationship,
because you are 100% sure about that. But, the agent, or the person who follows
up with the application, doesn ’t know, we know about many cases that people
just, like fo r example, some people just want to be with a Canadian because they
live here and they just want to come to Canada. So, it was hard to prove that. It
was very hard. And, the hardest part about that was that somebody else was going
to make the decision as to whether our relationship is true or not.
...there was letters that needed to say that I would be able to overcome the
cultural and the linguistic barriers and there would be no difficulty integrating me
and that I ’m a really nice person, I ’m, you know, that I don’t have a horrible
history and all that, and so basically all my friends - this is my parents, they
wrote a letter - so they all basically wrote things as good as they could in
English, for the German letters we had some, they were then translated by a
professional translator, like everyone was, it was quite interesting to get that
when we tried to get different letter heads up there so they were, you know, sort of
official looking, like we’ve got Siemens, we’ve got a big lab, we’ve got Colonial
Language Institute, it was quite neat, we’ve got an architect firm, we’ve got
translators, lots of my friends in Germany wrote it by hand, which would make it
more legitimate and real, so they weren ’t always typed, because anybody could
do that, so we, we really tapped into all the resources we had and put in as much
as we could because we had no idea what, what format we really needed.
Application Fraud
Yeah, so, it was a lot of fraud involved with it, because a lot of straight people
came and apply as gay, because it was, was the kind of the only option for
refugees. And apparently in the late 90s, it worked for a lot of people who were
gay refugees, so a lot of people start applying false, that they were gay, and the
government found out so, that’s why they started looking into it. But it’s very sad
because a lot of real cases, that faced persecution in Mexico, they were rejected.
Beliefs
So I wasn ’t afraid of my dad, I just wanted to find the right moment to tell him. 1
wasn ’t afraid to confront him about the issue, 1 mean, I am who I am, it’s not like
he can return me to the hospital and ciao.
Because except fo r my friend, (name), she told me about a friend of her, and she
said, my friend said like he didn ’t care because society wouldn ’t give him like
money or something like that, so I don’t know how to explain it but, we have like
an idiom like why should I care about what they say, if they are not my family,
they are not giving me anything in my life, so I shouldn ’t care about them, so I
started having this kind of thoughts, and that’s fine.
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...like for me, if you have the chance to believe, like my family never stopped me,
like, even my grandma, when I told my grandma that I ’m gay, it was a hard
moment for her, it took about a year, and now she asked me how are you doing,
do you have anyone right now, and she’s 82 years old you know, like for me to
believe in dreams really you can change when you are from a country where
everything is so tough and for you, like you are persistent so its pretty cool to
share that kind of experience that I have in my self with people back home, like
you can do whatever you want, like you ’re mind cannot stop thinking and your
mind, so.
I can have what this country offers me, I can offer too, like I have my skills too, so
like treat me like a true, which is that thing about to tell the others like I ’m honest,
I can be here, you know, and it’s the right thing.
And maybe that’s because that’s because I ’m in a S&M community and we take
limits very seriously as people have their own rights, and maybe its because I ’m a
conservative, because when you ’re a conservative you think the government
should stay out of your business and let you do whatever you want as long as
you ’re not hurting someone else, and I would not want to work for people who did
not want a gay person working fo r them, and I think it would be ludicrous to try to
force them to take you in so that you could then be a position of stress for a
couple o f years?
Book
I was reading a book and it was like how to manage yourself, and they were
talking about some people its good talking, and some people its good writing, so I
thought I was like half and half so what I did, I wrote a letter, like mom I love you,
and I ’m your only son, blah, blah, blah, you know, I write her and I put it under
her pillow and I went to the kitchen, and she was in the kitchen, and I ’m like mom,
I ’m really tired, I don’t want to lie any more because that’s my thing, right...
Caged
I just didn’t feel free, that’s all.
Charities
I mean there was a lot of charities, like we have a group of ladies help us a great
deal because we didn ’t know where to get our winter stuff, makes sense, because
it was new for me, I mean, and they were so supportive. So I was new, and I came
to Canada in November, so it was winter, and it was like, hmmm, we’re missing
something here. But, these group of ladies helped new immigrants, yes, where to
get boots and hats and stuff like that so yes. I wouldn ’t say we ever missed
knowing where to get food or having a place to sleep or anything like that, no.
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They helped me out with that kind of stuff, because it was really tough it was
tough, it was like dealing with change, you ’re by yourself, I was really a spoiled
guy, I had pretty much everything that I, I could have...in Columbia, so in
Canada by myself, like without money and stuff, because fo r me it was like if you
stay here, you have people who will support you, but, if you go, you go by
yourself, on your own, so like before, like going to food banks, going to church for
lunch or stuff like that.
Classism
I have always felt very comfortable here, I feel more marginalized at the fact that
I am unemployed and unemployable.
So a different kind of oppression.
Yes, which is we, the collective we, tend to value people on what they do, and if
you don’t do, you ’re valueless.
Within the dyke community I ’ve experienced classism, when I came to Canada I
dressed as we dress in Europe which is, which is I would say quite urban, and
when I came here people would not talk to me because I was so urban. So they,
they would just like treat me differently, so as soon as I would start wearing truck
driver pants, you know, and shabby jeans, and big boots, then I would classify as
butch and I was tall so they put me into that category and they would say, okay,
you can come in, so to say. But I myself as a personal identity, I don’t identify as
_____butch, I identify as what do I feel like today...
...so ifyoufeel like, I don’t know, it’s weird, sometimes being a refugee became a
problem, because it was like, oh yea, immigrants, oh yea...Especially in London,
its pretty close, like closed minded, not open minded.
Yeah, like me working at Tim Hortons, or me working at The Bay, sometimes it’s
bad, yeah, like sometimes people think that I should be treated like with some hate
or something, they think I don’t have any education or in Mexico I have the
different things that they have here. But, um, not much, that would be what my
pay would be regarding Mexico. So, I feel it and I live it but I don’t think so it’s
that bad. They also treat me different because I have an accent.
Communication
I had no communication with my family. The communication I had with my
family was pretty much basic, non emotional, factual, like I ’m here and they, they
pretty much didn ’t know fo r an entire year where I was, I would send them an
address saying I ’m here now, I ’m there now, but they really would not know what
I was doing and looking back, it was, it was torture for both of us, I would not
recommend anybody doing that, but that had to do with our family structure, they
were not very good communicators at the time.
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As well a great communicator because as I told you, for years I just locked
myself, so I had to, I had to know how to express myself with (name) because he
was not only my boyfriend he was my best friend and the difficult part that he was
so far away that I have to be more communicative.
Community
I would say the fact that I was a dyke actually helped me because somehow by
being in the community and some people actually getting to hear about the story
and being outraged about it, some of them actually had a sense o f solidarity and
stepped forward, and I would get strange, what I call sort of miracles happen,
little things here and there, somehow I made myself a name for myself, a presence
because I realized if I don’t network I ’m going to be dead here in no time.
Community Leaders
Well I was lucky that 2 of the priests that were kind of my guidance where I was
from, they were gay. So I was brought up as a catholic, so I had to say that I was
gay, and if I had some sexual interaction with another boy, I had to say it, so they
were very good at it, like, one of them made me feel normal and understand that it
wasn ’t my fault, that wasn ’t wrong, and that god doesn ’t hate me for that, so it
wasn ’t that bad. Like I really suffered, I ’d cry or whatever, but it wasn’t that bad.
Community Services
...there was nothing out there in the sense of community services. They just didn’t
know what to do with me, in the first year nobody knew where, they didn ’t want to
touch it, they were horrified, they just couldn ’t believe it happened and because
they couldn’t believe it happened like they said you made this story up!
Connections
I tried to find people I could talk to, and consult, there was a couple of people
that, that had a lot of mental problems themselves and they just glued on to me
because they would tell me their sorrow story and I would tell them mine, so it
was sort of this wounded bondage and it was very stifling because they would just
want to stay in their muck and I really wanted to move out of it so I had to say
goodbye to lots of them, and sort of kind of move and transition through that,
because they were actually pulling me down so I would not be able to be
motivated to get a job or I wouldn ’t be able to be motivated to finish a paper, I
wouldn’t be motivated to learn my English, or whatever...
Um, honestly, it’s a different culture, and I guess we are more warm people, I
wouldn’t say more friendly because I have really goodfriends here. So, I guess at
first when you don’t know the culture so you don’t know how to approach people,
like at first I thought people were kind o f up tight, but once you break that I really
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like the Canadian way of being. The people are really open, and you win their
trust and they’re open and they’re really good friends and close friends and you
can talk to you guys. But, that was the think that at first was hard for me to figure
out so / had that barrier to get new friends. And my main motive at first was to
slip out of my Latino community because 1 always thought that if I keep myself in
the Latino community I ’m never going to be learning the language or the culture.
Conservative
They are pretty conservative place, and some people around and I think I
remember my impression was, they’re pretty much like back home you know, what
are you wearing, what kind of purse do you have, where are you going...
Contact
He was the biggest, the biggest support for me yes. Because for example, he will
prefer to talk to me every day and if it was possible it was almost every day, to see
each other and video conference, and he always be sure that 1 remember him, that
I always knew that he was there waiting for me. Yeah, that helped.
Coping
Well you basically just cope, you just like, you minimize it, you minimize the pain
that you experience because you don’t know different and then bit over bit you
sort of unpeel the possibilities, you sort of like, you’re constantly pushing, its sort
of like if you would have a, a perimeter of space around you ,and you’re
constantly pushing against it and you ’re constantly trying to make it a little bit
bigger but there’s an awful lot of effort that you have, always kind of pushing and
it squeezes you back and it’s a pulse all the time, and to get to a place where, you
know, where you’re actually extending your arms and its not pushing in on you
all the time you can actually have your arms relax, that is huge. And that took
years to develop and once / could relax my arms I actually realized how much
force, how much pain, and how much suffering I had, I had to go through at a
very early youth and therefore not have normal development...
Cost
...now think about the finances, that’s huge, like I had no finances for anything
except fo r these plane tickets, the accumulation of the phone bills...
And I was in shock at the price of everything here, because things here cost 40
50% more than they do in the United States, and people say oh it’s the exchange
rate and you do the math and its not the exchange rate. What it is the cost of the
added taxes and bureaucracy and bullshit that makes every business’s cost of
doing business more.
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Co-Workers
And like I said in Costa Rica, there was like persecution a little bit in the gay
community, but I ’ve always said that depends on how you present yourself
because back then I was 19, 20, and I went to school but I was working as well,
and I was pretty sure that my co-worker colleagues were aware of my sexual
orientation and they didn’t care or anything, they were really supportive of me.
We never talked about it, like openly, but some people 1 remember of, I was
coming to Canada and they threw a little party you know, and they told me that
they loved me, they cared for me and that whatever I was doing they didn ’t care
about it, so I was (name), a normal human being, a guy that they liked, and that
was it, they were not afraid of me, even though they were older than me, so that
was cool.
Credentials
Well, what is missing is like, and every immigrant would say that, is it’s very hard
to like get all your credentials, first of all, and second of all, like the opportunity
to like, get into the labour market, like, it’s the same everywhere, but it’s harder
when you’re an immigrant, like you’re always thinking of somebody inside the
organization, inside the corporation, so I was lucky that one of my partners, my
ex-partner is well connected, in that I ’ve always been lucky in that, it hasn’t been
easy but it’s easier to move into different corporations again, with jobs and stuff,
but every other one that doesn’t know anybody, they put out hundreds o f resumes
all the time and they work in cleaning or retail, I find like, a very very waste of
resources and good people like, that. So I wish in Canada would be a better,
bigger, accessible, more respectful and more understanding, process to recognize
the credentials, and make it really easy for immigrants to really include all the
values and all the knowledge that they have, and it’s really it’s going to benefit
the Canadian society and the country on an economic level, because politicians,
every single one, they always say and they always promise that they’re going to
make it easy but I don’t know if it’s a group of professionals, that they won’t let
them do it? Let’s say it’s the engineers, or the doctors or the architects or
whatever, that they don’t allow them to make it more easy, I don’t know, or they
allow it, because how do they make people go back to school, college or
university, for at lease three years, to at lease get the same place they already are,
even though they have years of experience as a doctor or dentist or engineer or
whatever...so it’s very frustrating, like not just my case but so many other cases
with my friends, they are wasting a lot of time, energy and money, going back to
school just to, get the most basic label of what they are professional.
Cultural Respect
Yeah, but I guess I ’m a friendly person so I didn’t have problems to make friends
but I ’ve learned through the experience to be a little bit freer at first, and to show
people that we are different and obviously I have learned that the space for
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Canadians is distant whereas Latinos we want to be very close and we don ’tfeel
like we’re invading space, but here yes, so you have to keep your space, little
things like that that matter that you really have to make sure.
Culture
I definitely did need more German culture and I, I sought out speaking it
regularly and 1 would actually need an entire day, come to think of it, where I
would not answer the phone, where I wouldn’t talk with anybody, and I noticed
living with people communally was really hard because they are some times when
1just want to be in my own little German space and babble and think and sing in
German and I notice that when I was living in communal spaces and I would sing
and babble in German people would get very nervous because they wouldn’t
know what the hell I would be talking about and they felt I was talking them, or
even if I would be on the phone talking to my mom, they would listen in, they
would think I would be talking about them and feeling uncomfortable, and I was
not talking about them at all, so there was lots of those, lots of trust issues came
up for many people and 1 tried to teach people German and they said no, its too
hard of a language and people would make these stupid Nazi jokes all the time
and, and then some people that were Jewish would think I am Jewish and then
find out I ’m not Jewish, and then oh you’re a lesbian, well then that’s okay, it was
sort o f this funny political weirdness of yes you’re accepted, no you’re not
accepted, you don’t belong, you do belong...
So, I ’m coming from Ukraine, and it’s really difficult to be out there. So I never
felt that I had enough strength to come out to my parents or my friends.
I journaled in both languages. I listened to German radio. 1 had people send me
tapes o f German radio stations. I read German books. I would invite people for
German food potlucks to introduce my culture to them. I sought out some
Germans that were living here, but they were all straight and they had no, they
were all so homophobic, I couldn ’t really reach out there. I found some, some
German speaking dykes, but then you know, you don’t always have the same
perspective on things, the same language doesn ’t really mean you like each other.
I think just some of my ways of how, of how I am is still very German, you can’t
shake them, you can’t get the German out of me, even though I ’m now Canadian.
Even though when 1 go back to Germany now they say you ’re so Canadian!
Devastation
Yea, exactly, and I was in the shower, like fo r four hours and crying, like I felt
really disappointed, because family they didn’t know how to react about it, and I
didn ’t tell anyone until I was about 12 or 14.
Disowned
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My dad said, on his death bed, that if he knew, had known, he would never have
paid for my education and he wanted the money back and he wanted it back right
then, and I told him I ’d write him a check and put it in the coffin.
No, no actually 1 got disowned. I was officially written out of the will, the only
one officially written out. And it also, the other kids are on the tombstone and I ’m
not. As in, the father of, right.
Education
They would not accept my credits. They would not accept my knowledge that I
had from a four year education, right, it was nothing, nothing, you have to go
back to high school, you have to pass everything with 95% in order to get into the
physiotherapy program. So you ’re going to pay $35,000for your high school
degree, and then you know, whatever, I think it was $45 like $45 then for the
physiotherapy program and you have no opportunity to apply for grants because
you ’re a landed immigrant, okay, I had no chance.
Employment
On the other hand, I haven’t coped well with some things. For instance, I was,
part of my immigration application asked me to show that I was employable,
because when I applied it was an independent application, requesting special
consideration based on a same-sex relationship. So, we had to prove that the
relationship was valid, and prove that I was employable. How do you prove
employability when you haven’t been employed for eight years?
Because I had been in school as the only way to stay. So, I hadn ’t worked since
1986 and I was applying in 93, which makes it difficult. And the reality is, I ’ve
worked very little since then, which every month makes me less employable, and
when you ’re not employable, how do you get employment, when you have no work
history, how do you get a work history.
My biggest barrier is going back to work. The fact that I was unemployed for so
long made me unemployable and that the longer I was unemployed the more
unemployable I am. And, I had worked pretty much steadily, not during the school
season but from, you know, after high school, summers during university, after
university, and then I came here. And that pretty much ended my work experience.
So I went from my last real job in the states, substitute teaching to 25 years of
unemployment, which really...
I started massage therapy, but here in Ontario you need a license, so I could not
find a job in that way, so I went to ESL Canada and the position they had was in
the warehouse and my leg you know was not a 100%, I couldn’t get the job.
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So the next option was at like McDonalds, and they accept me there. And, it was
very nice because it was small, 1 was working for them, I was making more than
minimum and they were really happy with my performance, so it was a really
good experience.
I had a veterinarians degree so it actually was quite easy, so 1 had to have a job
offer, a letter of a job offer, I had to get a license in Ontario which was an exam
to take, and I had to get all my scores transferred, transcripts all that stuff, so
actually it was pretty quick and easy, 150 bucks and you ’re in.
Extraverted
Yeah, my personality, like I totally didn’t avoid, like extroverted and personable
and it helped me that 1 always have a lot of friends, because I am number seven of
a large family, and it’s very easy to socialize and stuff.
Faith
Yea so I don’t know, I was just content with myself and what I was doing was
right. And because 1 believe in change, I believe that things can be betterfor
everyone, and 1just picture my life in Columbia during that crisis, and for me,
like, it wasn ’t right.
Trust themself, believe in their own goals, hopefully they know what they’re doing
at that point, or they don’t know what they are doing, if they know what they’re
doing they don’t have to like, to worry too much, and if they don’t know what
they’re doing, they don’t have to worry too much because in the future they will
find out what they’re doing, just trusting in themself, in their idea and trust the
government, trust the_____, and be part of the organization that will help them
too...
Family
And, they still going through acceptance in this stage, the process of accepting.
They accepted him, like don’t ask, don’t tell. They know we live together, as
roommates.
...my parents were extremely supportive, it was really neat, once I came out my
parents had their upset right, but then they said okay, that’s who you are. It’s my
fault, my dad said, no it’s not your fault. My mom said oh we’re not going to
have any grandchildren, oh no, and you know, they, they had to deal with that, but
once they, they saw that K came, they accepted her, integrated her, we had family
meetings and that was all fine.
Actually, with my sisters it was fine, with my brother no problem, because he was
gay so it wasn’t a big deal, and with my mom, she was disappointed but she was
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ok after a while, it was harder for my dad. So, I didn ’t talk about it right away, so,
we talk about that a few years after I immigrated to Canada.
My family, no, they were really supportive. My parents they didn’t have any
problem whatsoever, they didn’t put any guilt trip of me or anything, no no, they
were really supportive, my sisters too, and I came here with their blessing.
...my mother had guessed when I was 16, and she had just you know, quietly
decided to say nothing about it and waited for me to talk to her, so although I
would say those teenage years were a bit, you know, lonely and I was scared that
1 would lose people’s friendships or, or the love of my family, I never actually did
lose the love of my family so by the time I hadfinally come out to them all, by 21,
and you know, there being no irreparable losses, no major traumas and so it was
just kind of an uncomfortable thing, but nothing too bad happened to me...
...my dad talked to me when 1 was 19, and actually the reason he talked to me was
that he noticed 1 had stopped going to mass, you know, and was troubled I was
dropping out of the Catholic church, so he sort of spoke to me and said, 1 know
you ’re gay and I love you very much, but don’t, don’t stop going to mass, you
know, he was troubled that I was going to break away from his whole culture,
right, and, but certainly yea, I think 1 was out to my whole family by 21, and you
know, they didn’t all react fairly warmly at first, but they all got their heads
around it and some of them were a bit worried at first that I would be very lonely
but then when they realized what a lively social life I now had, you know, they
realized I was fine, so I just had the usual kind of worries that families often do, if
its completely unknown to them as a culture, you know...
Fear
I just try to avoid getting close to people who were very flamboyant, very out,
because I was scared that they would pull me out of the closet.
...my first sexual encounter with another woman when I was about 12 V2 and we
never talked about it and I knew back then that if I would act on it I would be
killed, that was sort of the sense that 1 got, so I just kind of buckled down and
didn’t act on it, and pretty much hid myself as a woman and as a teenager was
pretty outcast...
...it was a very intense environment because the society in Germany is based a lot
on fear, and a lot on rules and if you don’t fit the rules you’re out, basically you
get scrutinized, you get bullied, the area where I was living it was quite regular
that a woman could not walk on her own at night so you always had to be in
groups so if you were a loner you were pretty much in danger...
...there had been several occasions in my life where 1 had to buckle and run and
so one of the rules for clothing was comfortable running shoes at all times, and
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also lots of clothes that, you know, if you do get hit, that you don’t get injured and
also for lots of dykes, you would dress more masculine than you would just to
protect yourself, but in Europe its more the look of the gentleman where as here
in Canada its more the truck driver look.
I come from a German culture, the pink list was, they started a pink list in 32 and
in 35 they took the pink list and every name on there was taken into a
concentration camp, I mean if you know that possibility, but you ’re not naive,
you ’re not stupid...
Back then we have to be careful whenever we go to a gay bar. Before getting into
a gay bar we have to look over our shoulders and see if anyone was looking
whenever we were getting inside the gay bar. And it was difficult but not
impossible.
And we were kind of afraid, afraid that immigrating as a same-sex couple, that
people may have questions about whether you are or not. So we had to send
package of pictures of us.
I ’m a girl from a very small town in Arkansas, like 1200 people on Saturday, 54%
senior citizens and we had the only traffic light in the county. And which grocery
store you shopped at depended on which Methodist church you attended...So I
didn ’t come out there... That whole being tied by a rope behind the truck and
dragged to your death thing by your brothers and stuff, not so good...
Absolutely! Fear of death. And the culture I ’m from it would be very similar to
honour killings in the Muslim culture. The sheik killing is a valid excuse (?) and if
you were to defy my father, that could get you to be dead in very short order. And
my grandfather shot and killed my grandmother, which was an interesting story,
because I inherited the gun, I love that gun! So I got that when I was 8. So I had
reference points fo r being killed by your male relatives.
Right. The last year I marched in because we had 5000 people in it, I have no
idea how big it is now, its probably huge, but 136 was a pretty scary number
going down the street.. .Everybody ’s got their gun, 1 had my gun, my gun was on
my body on that march, right, and probably most of the people did. We had
people that marched, we had one woman that marched with a paper bag over her
head with eyes cut out because she was a teacher and she couldn ’t be seen, right,
so she made a statement that way. It was interesting, it was interesting times.
We had a lot of threats.
Friends
...we got all together we got 50 friends of ours that sent letters on either side,
German side, Canadian side, that had encountered us, they would say how they
encountered us...
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...back then she was one o f the friends that, that in her own way helped me by
telling me that she needed help, you know, and I was really quite strong and
angry and she needed someone to move things, can you help? Yea, sure. And
here I was the jock, and through that I was tough and rough and she would then
feed me and she would give me food and sort of, there was sort o f like a sense of
belonging and care in a funny way.
I have maybe have people in Montreal, in Quebec, in Ontario, I have great people
that are therefor me. 1 mean like, they are really therefor me, like uh, if I need
anything, name it, they are really therefor me, because they know me and I won’t
ask for anything that 1 really don’t need to and 1 won’t take advantage of it.
1 met some people and some friends and they don’t care about my orientation, so
it was a little easier, but I don’t know, I always tried to keep my orientation, not
really a secret, but just for me.
I just did it with my mother, told her about it. It was hard for her butfortunately
one of my bestfriends is a psychologist, so she helped me with my mother, she
talked to her and it helped. Right now she has an open mind.
He doesn ’t know. That’s why I, that’s what we think, but I mean, no girlfriends,
like all my friends, were my girlfriends, all time, like, yes, she’s my girlfriend, no,
she’s my girlfriend, but it was really hard.
Actually friends became more closer than my own family, like sometimes I, I have
pains or something fo r me, and I just go away to be with my friends, because my
friends are really important in my life.
Yeah, my friends, like most of my friends have been through the same process.
They tell me that I am very lucky and I say, yes I am. So I always see through
them, my experiences haven’t been bad at all, so maybe like I haven’t got
depressed, there have been bad moments and bad times, but I have been very
good most of the time, yea. So, being part of my culture would be to totally count
on my friends, try and be close to my friends and be really spoken out about it,
like I know that they I can call them and they will listen to me even if I ’m just
being really negative or whatever.
So actually most of my friends in that realm I don’t know what they do for a
living, it doesn’t matter. But we share common, a common desire to create
change in the world for the good and so we do that, and so that’s where I find my
family is in that peer group.
Frustration
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...this light heartedfalling in love, you know, holding hands in public, kissing
your loved one in the streets, it was always a fight, it was always something
joyous that I always witnessed straight people have, you know, kissing your lover
in the middle of a restaurant, you know just having that joy, its not therefor us,
its still not therefor us. And it’s been a trouble with lots of my girlfriends that
I ’ve had that coming from Europe and being so used to fighting, I was just like
Canada is such a peaceful place! Come on, let’s, let’s do it you know. And there’s
this rule that women can go topless on the beach at BC, nobody does it!
Gay Marriage
...eventually we got married and once you got married it was super easy, right,
because then it was just like anybody else’s marriage, there wasn’t any hurdles
because you’re gay, so we have full equal rights, at this point so it was super
easy.
Gay Rights
...as a sense of gay rights, Canada is fantastic, and that was one of the reasons
why in the end I ended up in Canada...
Well Costa Rica, I didn ’t have any fault with my orientation with other people.
Everyone accept me and everybody was of mind. The only difference was the
government, that here in Canada they accept the gay people and it’s not the same
in Costa Rica. I think that was the only difference.
I t’s fantastic because it’s something that you cannot do in your country, which is
so sad, because it could be so great to get married in Costa Rica which is your
own country and everything, but it is fantastic that another country that you didn’t
really know about, that they just accept you and they accept that you get married.
I t’s great.
Well, when we looked for options with my partner, for us to be together once my
student visa is over, we decided that since the US won’t allow us to stay together,
because legally he cannot sponsor me in the US, just federal right.
Is your partner an American citizen?
Yes, so at that point we decided we would go to the country that can accept both
of us. There are a couple options, we looked at those options and decide Canada
is the closest to his family and culturally more similar to the US.
It’s really easy being gay and being out. But its probably the same, I wouldn ’t see
a big difference in that, the only thing is you do have full equal rights here which
is the difference, in the US you don’t. And, and its still not completely equal
rights because the marriage treaty say that marriages performed in Canada are
recognized in the United States, it doesn ’t say except for the queers, so when we,
when a marriage heterosexual couple steps across the border of the United States
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they’re still married, when a married gay couple steps across the border of the
United States they’re not.
...if I hadfallen fo r an American, I couldn ’t have got it, I mean I had friends from
Ireland who did fall for Americans, and they were not able to get a green card,
and I knew a couple from England and America who ended up moving to Canada
because that was the only country they could both get in to, so, so even though the
process wasn ’t ideal, it seemed a lot better than anything else available at that
time...
Canada has to best civil rights for lesbians and gay people you can imagine, and
believe me, this is a very important factor, you know, just sometimes I say that in
Canada I don’t have to constantly remember I ’m a lesbian, you know, I ’m not
going to be reminded ten times a day, and because its just, well it depends on
where you are in Canada, but even if you ’re in some horrible small town, you
know, the laws are there to back you up, you know, and certainly as a, as a part in
Canada to live in, south-western Ontario feels like a pretty good one.
Government Assistance
So after that 1 got my permit so I can apply for a real job. 7 months later because
at that point my French was better, to apply for a job and start doing little jobs,
___________, they give part of my salary to some programs so to do the incentive
to potential employers and to us newcomers to help us find a job. So the
government paid half the salary and the other part was the place. So, that’s how
we get into the job market.
...for me it was really hard when I left Columbia because before we, before I
learned the national anthem, I learned a popular Columbian song and I was
surprised like you will never forget me, you’re not going to leave me and stuff like
that when I was leaving, and it was saying good bye to my country, Columbia, no
Catholic, no government because I can say now, I have more credit about the
Canadian government than the Columbia government because everything that I
got in my life it was because of my parents, health, school, education, everything,
was my parents, like, the government, they don’t give you that much, but here I
got education, I went to a high school here for a year, I ’m getting all my stuff, and
I ’m getting my experience as well, so, I don’t even care about that stuff.
Happy
Just that I ’m happy to be here, that all my decisions as far, they were great, they
were good, I don’t disagree with anything that I did and that all the pressure and
all the problems we had, everything at the end of the story was for good.
Homeless
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Skid road means that you sleep on the street, you have no food, you ’re around
junkies, you and the red light district, you sleep on trees, you sleep on trees, you
sleep on bushes, you sleep where the fuck you can where you’re safe, because you
have no idea what’s going to happen to you.
Homophobia
So, he was three years older than me and 1 remember when he and my dad were
always joking about gays and I was always told by my dad that if I ever find out
that my son is gay, I don’t know what I ’m going to do, blah blah blah.
...so my mother called me and she was like, (name), that’s wrong, you don’t do
that to men blah, blah, we used to dance together and my mother said that you
shouldn ’t dance with men, blah, blah, and so like okay, like you know, for the
answer, and then in Grade 8 there was another guy that was 14,1fell in love, I
told my mom I had a crush on someone, I think I like him, and I said that to her
and she was like do you want to go to a psychology or something, or like my mom
is not prepared.
...the person who used to take care of me at that place, she took to me and she
told me not, you cannot do it, blah, blah, so I was relieved, it was the second time
in my life that someone was telling me that that was wrong, so it took me a while
to realize like no, it wasn ’t wrong.
Even my dad made comment about it when I came to Canada. Sooo...
What did he say?
He said, well there’s a lot of faggots over there. Yeah, so, he said be careful
because there’s a lot of faggots over there. And I was just thinking to myself, that
well, that’s what I was!
They weren ’t that religious, but my family was very racist and homophobic and
you know, that means to that point that yes, Jews had horns but the pope was the
right hand of Satan, right. And so I hadn ’t been aware of that until my mom told
me the pope was the right hand of Satan. So there was some religious overtones
to it, but it was more about what you do, what you’re supposed to do, and my
uncle Leon was gay but he was very closeted, he didn ’t come out until he was in
his 50s.
I was going to work a couple weeks and then it was going to be a permanent job,
and one day and they loved me at this clinic, they loved me, and (NAME) has a
kind, deep voice, and one day she called and she asked me, the office manager
asked me to bring home a loaf of bread, and the office manager said, oh someone
named (NAME) called and asked you to bring home a loaf of bread, and she goes
is that your husband? And I said no, actually, I ’m the husband, that’s the wife.
And they mysteriously didn’t need me any more after that and I was never, I never
came back.
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...in high school I had a very close friend who was actually my boyfriend but we
got caught kissing in the men’s washroom in the high school so we get into
trouble so after that we stop seeing each other, so 1 went back to the closet after
that, until I came to Canada.
Ignorance
So / was kind of afraid back then, because I didn ’t know much about the gay life,
because what will they do to me. And I have a really misconception about being
gay in the sense that I have a different point of view and I have my own
experience and unfortunately whenever I don’t know, whenever you ask a
heterosexual person to describe a gay guy, they describe a little fruity guy...
Incantation
My peer group, my belief systems, I, I don’t do affirmations, but I do an
incantation, I do actually a primary question, which is one of Tony’s techniques,
most people have a primary question that doesn ’t serve them.
Incentive
...back then there was a lot of incentive to come to Canada for young people,
because back then the population of Canada wasn ’t as big as today, so they want
people to come here to work to study...
Information
So I think it’s made me a better person, but I still would have wished, I would
have wished that the information accessible for me as a, as an immigrant would
have been better, in the very first here, there was really nothing.
Inspiration
I was like that’s interesting how you inspire people for simple stuff like making
breakfast so sometimes I found myself like inspiration for other people to being
theirselves and don’t be ashamed of who they are or what they want.
Internalized Homophobia
I had done my best to shove that down. I was certainly in hind sight, I can see
things very differently than when things were in the present. I know that there
were definitely attractions in the past and I had an extremely left of centre mother
and upbringing and yet still had my own repressed homophobia, internalized
homophobia to deal with.
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Ok. I had a lot of repressed and internalized homophobic stuff to deal with. And I
shouldn ’t have had as much as I did, but I did. Although I knew that my mother
had friends who were lesbians back in the sixties, that was never any issue, I knew
that there were gay friends of the family, that was never any issue, and yet
somewhere that I learned it was ok for others but shouldn’t be for me...or
wouldn ’t be or couldn ’t be for me. I know that I overheard some friends when 1
was in seventh grade or eighth grade, grade seven or grade eight in Canadian
terms, querying as to whether I was and me lying about it then. I don’t know how
I knew I should lie, but I knew I should lie, or why it seemed like I had to lie.
So I went to a lefty primary school for a while. 1 had a mother who was involved,
and an uncle, and a grandmother who were involved in left of centre stuff. I went
to Bard, which was at the time, one of the most left of centre higher education
schools in the US, and yet, I still had all kinds of internalized homophobia issues
to deal with. So, I ’d like to say that helped me but it didn ’t really help me.
I ’ve experienced homophobia, I ’ve experienced homophobia within myself, within
the community and outside of the community, directed at me or even at my own
projection outwards...
I would have really wished to have had more support from the outside but I also
recognize that with the, the very isolated existence that I had by being so
homophobic within myself and the culture that 1 came from in Germany, I had no
skills of doing outreach and asking for help, very properly because that was not a
programming that I had, probably other Germans might, (static) than I did, and I
didn’t learn that in my family at all. I actually learned the outreach here...
It was awful, it’s awful because you know who you are and the Catholic Church
and the society, family also, made you believe that it’s wrong, and that it’s sinful
and stuff like that. So you feel really really shitty, and like, they put you a lot of
guilt, on yourself, so um, it’s not like, it’s a lot of stress... But, it was internally
always like, very painful.
But uh, my friends they still loved me when I come out to them, and I still like,
have fun with them. So it was kind of internal, stupid stuff that I had at that time,
that I thought that was wrong.
Well, I feel sorry fo r myself at that time, that I was totally wrong, like with the
wrong thoughts about my self and my sexuality.
Growing up as a gay person, I felt like something must be wrong with me.
I just didn’t feel free, that’s all.
I ’d vaguely heard of some American lesbians, like Martina Navratilova, and I was
horrified by the very idea of them, you know, they all seemed so scary...
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I could have done with more support, you know, a group of friends, but 1 didn ’t
think I needed to know other lesbians, so that I think is an example of internalized
homophobia, so me and my girlfriend were nice, but we don’t want to meet those
nasty lesbians out there you know, so if I never call the help line, you know, I was
just a bus ride away from the centre of Dublin and there were some groups I
could have joined, but I didn’t you know...
Intimacy Issues
I did not really know how to express myself and I ’d never really learned to. I
learned to do actions and not how to say how I felt to others. So I tended to, like
in university to get angry, but didn’t necessarily know why. I had never been
around friends who hugged, I had never really seen that kind of emotion. That
brought up a lot of intimacy issues that I ’d never dealt with because I ’d never
been exposed to it.
I also noticed how, how jarred I was because of the experience I had from the
landing, my level of trusting people and actually opening up and developing
friendships or developing worthy connections that are not superficial was very
hard, and that took me over five years. Over five years to get, to get through it.
Invisible
The context was Catholic Ireland in 1980, so not a great context...I was let’s say
about 14 in Ireland and I was bom in 1969, so sort of in the mid 80s, and
homosexuality was completely invisible in Irish culture, it was associated with,
you know, evil foreign habits basically...
...it was just culturally invisible, so that was better than being in a context where
people were loudly you know being hostile to queers, so that was not too bad,
and, but it meant that I did feel I would probably have to immigrate, it was hard
fo r me to imagine myself living as a lesbian in Ireland, not impossible...
Journal
I would say the most helpful thing to me in my adolescence was keeping a diary
because I really worked through a lot of the issues and on my own, writing about
them, you know, I could question my feelings and 1 explored them and like I think
the first thing I wrote at 14 was, 1 think I may be platonically bisexual, I feel it
only just beginning to emit, but I might have been___, but I insisted they were
platonic, and then about two weeks later I wrote, 1 don’t think they’re platonic,
and the next year I wrote, I don’t think I ’m bisexual, but you know, I was able to
agonize over all these little details in a completely non-judgemental space which
was my diary, so that was a big help...
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Kindness
I t’s a kinder, gentler country, it’s progressive in a lot of its politics, especially
when compared to the US, and in relation to the fact that people who aren ’t
heterosexual, or who don’t identify as heterosexual are still protected by the
constitution, whereas you don’t get that in an awful lot of countries around the
world, and I appreciate that.
Language
And in that there’s already the beginning of a confusion o f communication. I was
bilingual at the time, but the English I spoke was British. Canadian English is
completely different and the difference of meaning is very, very, very high, so its
not just pants and trousers are different, but just the way people communicate, the
way people say yes, its possible, or no its not possible, is very different between
the Brits and the Canadian’s at the time so when I got information, like you know,
I would ask in my broken English you know, can I enrol in your program to learn
English or French or whatever while I ’m there as a student, and they all said yes,
o f course you can. But then they would not tell me that I needed a visa, they
would not tell me I needed extra information, they would not tell me that with the
paper work I would have to do this, and they would quote me the Canadian price
but not the foreigner price, and so they would not give me the differences, and in
Germany if you ask questions, they always give you the restrictions instantly, so
they will tell you, well you can’t do it unless you do 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 and then you
know your route. So when I came here there was no route. There was no help,
there was no description, and that was a Canadian phenomenon...
I couldn ’t have got the full picture because there was linguistic challenge too,
there was (static) and I had no idea what they would mean and you want to
understand as much as you can, you believe you make assumptions, when you
interpret a line, would you make assumptions, you have to make assumptions to
understand something, but sometimes in that, your translation is wrong so for
example, there’s, there’s words like in English here, you’d say, how are you? It
drove me nuts because in German when you ask that question it’s a sincere
question a friend asks you. And when everyone is sort of how are you, how are
you, and then I would actually start talking and they would just turn away and
leave, and I was just devastated one more time, so I didn ’t experience the support
that their language was just trying to indicate to me.
You have to take into consideration that the language barrier, so the fact that I
wasn ’t fluent in English or French back then didn’t help, so we had to wait on
someone to translate the stuff for us. So some of the immigration officers, agents,
they got really frustrated, since we weren ’t able to speak French, like fluid or for
ourselves and we had to talk through a translator, and you know, some
translation, the expressions are not the same, because I have a way that I express
myself and it doesn’t mean that the translator is going to express the same way
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with emotional feelings or whatever. So, in that aspect, they were kind of rough
with us.
I was working for DHL the Vancouver company and the US trading company was
working in Costa Rica and I was working for them, so 1 used to speak English
every day and be comfortable, but it’s different because it was always the same,
the same words everything. But here in Canada, people talk fast, 1 thought that I
speak English well, but when I arrived to Canada 1 realized that it was not like
that.
And I would speak English with everyone, for example with (name), when they
start to speak English, they just speak in English and when he meets someone who
speaks French, they just speak in French, and he told me they feel uncomfortable
speaking in the other language, even if the other person speaks both languages.
So it’s the same thing in Spanish, we don 'tfeel comfortable speaking in English,
because Spanish is our first language.
Learning
I think the only thing that helped me in this case was the fact that a) my mother
was an immigrant when I grew up, that she immigrated to Germany and she
didn ’t know enough English so I experienced her doing that andfrom that I
probably learned subconscious resources that other people do not have. And I, I
am, I definitely am a core swimmer, I don’t drown. And I definitely learned that,
until that point in my life I didn’t know if 1 had it in me to survive this world, and
from there now I have absolutely, there is a confidence inside myself that I
definitely have from that time, 1 don’t wish anybody to go through that kind of
training though. But there’s, there’s an internal knowledge and root of my own
self and my sense and strength, that cannot be taken, it’s a funny price, but it cost
a lot of my heart and that’s, that’s still not cool.
...my coping mechanisms are definitely better, my communication skills are
better, my ability to reach out is better, my ability to network is far better, my
greater compassion and understanding for people is better.
...where I am sitting here today now, maybe there would be some things I slightly
would have wanted to do different, but the overall experience of having come here
and immigrated 1 don’t want to miss that because from that I draw an awful lot of
knowledge that 1 now apply in my work. I ’m able to relate to all my clients on a
level with the internal confidence of knowing what, that you can walk through this
and you can come out smelly on the outside, this is just weather passing you by.
I ’m able to hold to say in my work a very sacred space and just energetically give
people the confidence of saying you know, if you really want to, you can, you
know, it takes time and you have to do a lot of things, but in the long run, yes you
can if you really want to, if you need to, you can. And to be able to give that form
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o f hope, it’s maybe strange, but it’s actually, it’s a very positive, fulfilling
purpose, it’s very odd, 1 never really formulated it that way.
...something that I learned here is that everything is a process, everything takes
time, so I ’m doing that, like my main idea in life is like a stage...
That I ’m really spoiled. That I ’m an eager beaver. That I ’m true to my friends.
That I can do more than I thought or I think I can do. And I don’t know, like
when I was in Grade 7 1 used to sketch for a day performance in drama class, and
I thought really it’s just oh you are not helping me, your acting like, blah, blah,
blah, and the principal used to call my mom to tell her like you son has to control
his behaviour because he’s a huge distraction (telephone ringing) so here, like
through arts through like videos, pictures, poetry, is helping myself to control my
anger...
Yeah, like the perspective of life, the understanding of the world, being at the
bottom and working through it, it made me have a bigger picture, and a better
understanding about life than I would have had kept going and had what I had in
Mexico. Just something about myself and the people who are around. It is worth
it, I don’t have the success that probably was expected from me, from some
people, but, I ’m happy so I don’t really care. I do care, but not much. I used to
care.
Legislation
That I know of, there are no hate crime legislation, like there are in Canada. In
the past week, 2 gay bars, one lesbian house party for a political fundraiser was
raided and a gay bar in Dallas was raided on pride...
We had released a brief, and somehow a program, an immigration officer in
Hong Kong contacted LEGIT and said there have been some changes to the
immigration regulations, you, they might help you, and it was Bill C86, and what
Bill C86 did was, formerly, the only way to file a Humanitarian and
Compassionate in Canada, was you came to Canada, you filed the application, it
went to the ministers’ desk who would then either say yeah or neh...Ya. In what
appeared to be an effort to keep, and if you went underground, you were gone, in
an effort to keep people from coming to Canada tofile H & Cs the authority to
grant an H & C was delegated to program managers at Canadian consulates that
did immigration abroad. So, that meant that the program manager in Seattle
could give and H&C and the program manager in Mali and Sri Lanka, could now
grant an H&C application.
Liberation
The whole immigration experience I think shredded a lot of arrogance I had
coming from Europe, you know, we know it better, blah, blah, that kind of
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European snobbery,__to have it but it’s not as deeply rooted as it was then, like
this is one way and this is the only right way. Canada has showed me that there’s
really many paths that you can choose and all are acceptable, you might just want
to consider which one you want and as best as you can from the standpoint you
have at that moment.
Um, but, my life in Mexico was very good. I couldn’t complain like professionally,
everything was fine. But I was kind of suffocated, like for me being in the closet.
So that’s why when I came to Canada, 1 start all over again, learning a new
language, start working and I ’m totally happy, and totally open, like, yeah.
Yes, definitely because I ’ve had the chance to meet people from all over the world
which I probably wouldn ’t have had chance in Ukraine. And, just being exposed
to different cultures. In Canada it’s a more democratic country, in many senses,
we feel more open to express ourselves.
I think certainly as a lesbian living in Canada allowed me to really build on my
confidence and self acceptance and, just expect more and more of the society that
I live in and let me be as free as my next door neighbour you know.
Lost
/ basically traveled to Canada because I decided I needed to get out of the
environment I was in, I felt my soul was dying, I didn ’t know what to do with my
future, I didn’t know what I wanted to do with my career, I felt pretty squashed.
Luck
Well, I love it like, I still really am very lucky because, everywhere that I am, and
every place where I ’ve been living, and the friends that I hang out with and stuff, I
haven’t really experienced any very bad experiences for me, some of my gay
bashing was just me laughing about it because it really hasn ’t been offensive.
Sometimes it’s been offensive but I just feel that I haven’t like, my joy of like, the
way 1 live and all the aspects of my life that I enjoy here without being attacked
and stuff, that stuff doesn ’t really count.. .1 haven’t experienced all of that, like
bad experience, so I ’m lucky, I know I ’m lucky.
I ’ve been lucky, simply, like maybe my story is a success but I am probably 5% of
immigrants, and like co-workers, they like suffer so much, like I have, I am very
lucky that I am not very attached to my family, and I am very easy at making
friends, and also, that I am very positive personality, but I know many people who
really suffer.
I ’m competent, confident and caring. That’s probably how I ’d describe myself.
I ’m also the world’s luckiest person so having a belief system that you’re the
world’s luckiest person means that I saw that a very lucky break, that that
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happened in the first week, first two weeks rather than me getting roped into
something and not being able to get out. Right, it’s all about your belief system.
I think we were both just very lucky that circumstance allowed me to spend a lot
o f time in Canada, like one month in three for a couple of years, because
otherwise I think that the moment of immigration could be like this kind of bottle
neck where the relationship could easily snap...
Mentality
I always wanted to move to Canada, like ever since ’88, everyone says you love it
here, you want to be here, and I said yea, I do. And I loved the mentality of the
people, I loved the friendliness, 1 loved the open heartedness, and the gentleness,
the inclusiveness of different cultures, because being from different cultures
myself, I ’m normal, great! You know, there was lots of room here and I saw that
there was huge potential to fulfill, things and values that I believe in that you
would not be able to fulfill, so there was lots of things that held me here.
I really want to thank the gentle spirits, in some way the nation of Canada
because if it hadn ’t been so gentle I don’t think I would have been able to
manage. If anybody would have had the same experience in Germany they would
have just died, yea, they would have just folded because there’s so much more
force there. You just have to build resistance there and some ways the gentleness
o f this nation enabled me to unfold things that I don’t think I would have ever
been able to unfold considering the country and culture I came from...
So, no, my experience, is, I grew like, kind of a different person obviously, I ’ve
learned from different cultures, I ’ve learned from Canadian culture, the way you
guys welcomed me, I neverfelt like... I feel like home, yeah.
Miracle People
I really want to thank all the amazing miracle people that appeared out of
nowhere sometimes, or just at the right timing or sort of happened serendipitously
or coincidental, and that sort of walked beside me for a while and then just
disappearing again and sometimes re-emerging.
I really want to thank all the amazing miracle people that appeared out of
nowhere sometimes, or just at the right timing or sort of happened serendipitously
or coincidental, and that sort of walked beside me for a while and then just
disappearing again and sometimes re-emerging.
Motivation
Ok, so what motivated you to go out and meet new people?
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Depression, because it was a long time that I just lock myself and I was like
needing to put out everything. It was a lot of depression and I just needed to give
myself
At what point did you decide that you wanted to make a change?
When I realized that I was gay and there was no other way that I could be. I ’m
gay and that’s all, there is no other way. At that point I decided that gay is my life
and I had to live my life.
Is there anything in general that you want to add about your coping skills or your
personal strengths, anything along those lines?
Well, I know when you have your personal goals, your career, that helps too.
So you ’re a really driven person by nature, really motivated?
Yeah, you set your goals and you achieve them.
Awesome.
And just be happy about life, look positively. It’s so easy in life to find negative
things.
NGO
So she invite me to that meeting and I went there and I met a guy and he was The
President of the Columbian Aids Association and so from if your looking for a job
he can help you out, blah, blah, blah and if I work with him, and with people with
HTV/AIDS and I, and also I got involved with the homeless, the organization, and
in that process I became the assistant director at the NGO working with
transgenders, and we were supported by the_____which is the United Nations
program.
I went to school with them, I was, in Columbia we have around, we have the most
NGOs around the world, because the government doesn’t take care of everything
so NGOs take care o f stuff that the government doesn ’t take care.
No Instructions
There was no how to manual, there was no knowledge, and a number of years
ago, LEGIT got a grant to do some organizing in Western Canada, and I
remember talking to a newspaper reporter in Saskatoon, and she asked me a
similar, you know so you did this, kind of question, how did you do it. So, we
assumed that she was married, so we said, if you don’t have a marriage
certificate prove it to me you ’re married. She said, with my marriage certificate,
no you don’t have one, prove to me. And she suddenly realized, how do you do
that. So we included everything we could come up with. Every teacher I had here
wrote a letter, a couple of them had to write two because immigration wanted
more information, so there was a letter that said, “as I said in my previous
letter”, we had, because we didn ’t know what to have, and I tend to hoard stuff,
we did have a lot of information. I had been a volunteer photographer at the
Delta Summer Games in 1989 or something, and I had a thank you letter from Bill
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Vanderzan, who was our Premiere, he was a really conservative guy, and would
roll over in his grave if he knew I was using this letter for queer immigration
purposes. So that went in to prove I was employable, here’s a letter thanking me
fo r being a photographer, therefore I ’m a photographer. So, we put in the paper
work in October, got it back a week later, because we put in a personal cheque
and you can’t put in personal cheques, but we had no rules, we had no
instructions so we didn ’t know that, but it came back in an envelope addressed to
the two of us, so that letter got added to show that they thought we were together.
We had no idea what we were doing!
I was tired and exhausted from talking to the officer, telling him what I ’m doing,
telling him what I ’m not doing, registering like, okay when do I get my medical
card, what’s my, what’s a SIN number, like there’s all this information, like as an
immigrant I was not informed, I was not prepared to understand what the
consequences were, it was like zero.
No Options
When I first got in the relationship in 1986, it quickly became clear that there
were no immigration options. We went to lawyer, after lawyer, after lawyer,
immigration consultants, you name it, we went to everything, and there were no
options. I didn’t have the points for the point system, I didn’t speak French
fluently, I didn’t have a job on the job needed category, and even when we could
use photography fo r that, because I already had some background in
photography, I didn’t have enough points, without family already here to bump up
the points. So, there were no options, there were no immigration options for me to
come to Canada, there were no immigration options for (name) to come to the
states. So, when it came down to it, what do we do now, because there was
nobody, nothing, we knew of no other people who were going through the same
thing, we were screwed, and the only thing we could see, and the only way to be
here for more than six months, was to be a student, or to come and go, and every
time you came and went you had to hope that they would let you back in. Or to go
underground which is if you get deported, you’re stuck, you’re out of luck.
But pretty soon after, well that was in ’88, we were facing the fact that because of
my passport situation, of being a European, I could not work, I was on a tourist
visa, so I couldn’t make any income or anything, and so working under the table,
how long can you do that, and if you start loving someone, you care about not
wanting to be kicked out and so that was a really difficult situation.
No Understanding
Because our friends didn’t understand, and in fact when we did the immigration
interview, the best letters we got, were from those who weren’t the closest to us.
Our friends gave us the crappiest letters or didn’t want to write them at all, or
would say things like “oh well, if you don’t get in it’s just the status quo” instead
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o f committing themselves to writing us a letter for our application for how valid
our relationship was. So, there was really very little outside support, but I was
starved for it.
Yea, and people would step away and people would just like, oh you ’re moaning
about it again, you know, I don’t want to hear this again, forget about it, leave me
alone, like you know, can’t you be cheerful, get over it. You know, look for a
different girlfriend, fall in love with someone else, like, you just can’t because
you ’re broken.
Offensive Language
...so all this language of defacto spousal and, and us asking for a humanitarian
and compassionate exemption to the laws, that just seems demeaning.
Online Connections
And like myself, when I was 11, star media, was like the highest website and the
biggest one, so I used to go and chat, like I chatted with another guy, and we all,
we ’d meet nice people, and they helped me out to find I am gay, I was gay.
With friends, I made some friends in high school there, yea, on the internet too,
like chat, like I chat so I to chat, like gay.com and stuff like that, so I made
friends...
And there are lots of websites for same-sex couples andforums and there is a
support centre too. Also, the point is, they returned these pictures at the end, it
was nice of them.
Open Expression
Well, all the barriers, 1 totally bitch about it, 1 bitch about it with my friends, it’s
frustrating, that’s the only way that I deal with them, is 1 bitch about it.
Open-Minded
...he pretty much took us for face value and, and that was the very first time I
experienced that and I think, wow, that’s different, that was, this was a real nice
opening for me...
I t’s different here, like it’s accepted to be open, and uh,for us it was like a piece
of pride to be open, seeing guys holding hands, walking down the street, guys had
their own bars and place to go and you didn ’t have to hide, like look over your
shoulder like I mentioned before. So it was kinda really neat.
Oppression
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Just the attitude towards gay people. It’s very visible in media, in everyday jobs,
you know, it’s like we have anecdotes, there are a lot of anecdotes about gays,
people making fun of gays, and here in Canada, or in the US, the “F ” word,
people fight against it, and here it’s kind of normal to use the equivalent to that
word.
Organization
I was fortunate in that my partner was understanding and there was a good
coming out group here in Vancouver, through the Vancouver Lesbian Centre,
which no longer exists. And that was great, I still see a few o f the people who
were in that group with me, that was what helped me through.
LEGIT, yes. And, the group that became known as LEGIT, kind of like the Prince
who became known as whatever he became known as, did some things. Our group
had filed human rights complaints, we had gone to see Kim Campbell, there were
a number o f different actions taken.
There was one organization, it was the YMCA, but they just went to the school
and like a program where a Canadian person just talked with us and just, I don’t
know, just to help practice our English with them.
Okay. In University we did like English in high school too, but I feel like it was
pretty much theories so its not like everyday language, so I like, oh my God, for
first of all I had organizations to help me out with translations and stuff like that.
Well, I have goodfriends, I was doing volunteer work to this Spanish group Hola.
Pretty good thing. So, working, that’s how I stayed like, trying to get______and
stuff. But also, my friends and people around me were in the same situation. From
different countries, like Venezuala, or Costa Rica, El Salvador, yes.
PFlag was amazing... Parents and friends of lesbians and gays. I went to the
Pflag meetings in Memphis and basically created a family and they were the most
amazing, loving people on the whole planet, on the face of the earth, I don’t
know, without Pflag, I don’t know, I ’m not sure what I would have done, any of
us, right, like we all went, all the gay people that knew each other all went to the
Pflag meetings, which were supposed to be support groups for the families, but
they ended up being more for us.
We had Bgala on the university campus, bisexual, gay and lesbian awareness, like
when we started it was just gay and lesbian awareness, and then we added
bisexuals and because we thought well, that’s fair, right, and that was a group
that met once a week and we ’d go to their meeting, even though it wasn ’t ___, I
would still go and they were still welcoming. There was also a lesbian bookstore
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in town, in the gay neighbourhood and you could go there and have like a little
coffee shop and a place to just kind of be and feel safe.
I also went to camp sister spirit in Mississippi, in Ovet, Mississippi, when they put
that place in they were, they had death threats for years, they actually hard armed
guards...Its just a place that was an old pig farm and two lesbians bought it, they
had, they had like a food pantry in GulfPort, Mississippi, and they taught
literacy courses and they had a food bank and they had a place where battered
women could come in. And they realized that the price of everything in Gulf Port,
because its on the beach, was so expensive so they moved in land and they bought
300 acres in Ovat, or 100 acres, whatever it was, and they thought they would
make a camp ground and they have a women’s musical festival, it was the Gulf
Coast Women’s Music Festival, they moved it all to Ovat, well somebody found
out they were lesbians and so they started getting all these death threats and
people would shoot their mailboxes and try to run them off the road, and they’d
leave dead dogs draped across their gate, and you know, bitch go home, and stuff,
and they were like, we don’t need no fucking literacy, queer go home, and they ’d
spell queer wrong, right, so it was very good, so I went down there and when you
walked on to the land, the drive to the land from Hattiesburg was a little
terrifying, but once you walked on to the land you never felt safer, but we had that
armed patrols around the outskirts right, when it first opened, but it was a cool
place, I moved out of the country when I moved out of my house in the country in
Tennessee and I donated my tractors and all that stuff to them, but they, they do, I
mean, what it was, a lot of red necks didn ’t like the fact that now their women
had a place to go if they were being beaten, they actually had a shelter they could
go to, and the men weren ’t allowed on, so they were like what are they doing in
there to our women, right, they could be kidnapping our little girls, they were on
Oprah, it was a huge big deal.
...there seem to be a great number of lesbian organizations, you know, and not
every just to be supportive organizations, but cultural stuff, like my first few years
here I got involved in the lesbian film festival, and I remember you know thinking
wow, this is so different from back home, here we are just marching into every
shop in Wortley Village asking them for ads for the Lesbian Film Festival and
they all go, oh yea, sure, put me down for $50, you know, and even now, you
know, no matter how confident and grown up I am, I could not walk into a shop in
Dublin and say, can you put an ad in the Lesbian Film Festival, I wouldn ’t be
able to say the words, so yea, so yea I get the feeling that there’s tons of support
around...
Others In Same Situation
So, several months before I met people, but I had seen pictures of (name) and
(name) in the newspaper, so I knew what one of these women looked like. And this
is a segway, it kind of goes back to one of our other questions, I was so starved
fo r somebody going through the same thing I was going through, I was on a bus
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on the east side of town on Commerical Drive, and I saw (name) get out of a car,
and she was walking and I ’m somebody on a bus and I'm at the window waving at
her like a fool, and she doesn’t see me at all. But I though, that’s her, oh my god
that’s her, sort of thing, as I wave frantically, looking like a fool, and people
want to move away from me on the bus. But it was that thing, that she was
someone else going through the exact same thing.
And basically the first person to respond and actually act on it is a dearfriend of
mine and who’s now in Mexico and she said come on over, and let’s figure out
what’s going on here and so she made me some food and let me sit down and she
put me in contact with another friend, and then suddenly things started to move...
I have a circle of friends my own age and we went to the same stage back then, so
we had support, we had little parties at our own place, we got together with gay
guys and we went out to the bar together, like we protect ourselves. And also, like
I mentioned before, like my brother was gay so I had support from my brother as
well.
But back then it wasn ’t as difficult as it is today to get in, and I start my process
and he helped me out and he told me what to do tofill out the forms and all of
that, and 9 months later, I was coming to Canada.
Because we support each other, we help each other in different situations when
money was tight, and it was good that we had somebody to talk to. Like well it’s
normal, some days we miss our country, and it was tough, but we were there to
support each other. But, yes, definitely it was an advantage to have him there.
Partner
I got involved in a relationship with a pre-existing friend, and that’s when we
began our many many year odyssey of how to get me up here. Because (name)
does not qualify fo r immigration to the US, did not then and does not now, so the
only options were fo r me to be a student initially.
I think she’s helped keep me sane a lot of the time. I mean, the fact that we’ve
been together for longer than most marriages last says something. And certainly
there’s been ups and downs, as with any partnership, friendship, relationship. She
was patient with me through my own rocky coming out process, and patient with
me in the early 90s when I dealt with some minor depression issues, and she was
great dealing with my mother, she aged and developed some mental health,
and/or it turned out dementia issues.
(name) helped me to do this, to be open and to talk with mother and everything.
He was a very good support for me.
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Yeah, I think maybe one of the reasons it was such a smooth transition because
each of us is very supportive of each other.
I found it fairly clear, you know, and, and then I had a girlfriend at 16, and we
had to be really, really careful not to be found out so it was a bit scary, you know,
but it meant I wasn ’t lonely all those years, so yea I had it fairly easy I think.
...certainly having my girlfriend helped, my girlfriend and I were together fo r two
and a half years between high school and university so we really clung to each
other, you know, so I was aware that for instance there were help lines you could
call, but I also, okay I don’t need to ring up a stranger, I would do that if I was
completely alone, but I don’t need to because I have my girlfriend...
And also it really helps that she’s an immigrant too, because her family moved to
Canada when she was a child and she, she spent a lot of her childhood in France
and in boarding school in England, she went to university in England, so like me,
she’s kind of transatlantic, so she, she totally gets it when I have, you know, some,
some you know, glum moment about oh, what am I doing in London, Ontario, you
know, its just not home, she totally understands that.
Patience
Well, something important was that I was not a patient person before the process,
but during that time I learned how to be a patient person, because it was two
years for us, so that was a very hard time for us, being separated. But something
good that I am very persistent person, and that has helped me to stay straight and
be sure that everything was going to be ok, even if the answer was no or yes, that
everything was going to be for our benefit.
Pay It Forward
I tend to be committed to things I believe in. For instance, when I first heard
about a couple of people getting together to form a group made up of people in
cross-boarder relationships, I was first told about it by a therapist I was seeing
who turned out to be one of these people. Thefirst meeting of LEGIT, the
organization which then became LEGIT, which had no name at the time, took
place in January of 1992...
My personal strengths would be the desire to pass it forward, pass it on and I
think I learned that from mostly my grandmother. That it’s important to help, I
guess as a non-religious Jew, it’s your good deed, to help others, to pass it
forward, that I ’ve been helped now it’s my turn to help others. Whether it’s
helping the little old lady cross the street or whether it’s helping some jerk, who
shows up at the drop-in, and helping even though you think they’re a jerk, but
there are others who are great, who come also who also need help. So you make
due and help the ass, and we get some of those.
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Yeah, well the first, by the time I had my interview, three other couples had had
an interview. One had put in their application after us, and got phoned, you know,
we have an opening the day after tomorrow, so they got in before me, but we were
the first women, we didn ’t know whether women would be treated differently than
men, and we had no idea, we kind of looked at the stuff Australia had done, and
stole some of their ideas, but it was the first four of us couples who then sat down
to a lasagna dinner and wrote a how to for the next group. By brainstorming what
we had used and what had been useful, because there was nothing.
And even sharing this story now I ’m saying well this is just, it has to be shared
because others need to take that faith, others need to have this faith, because in
the end, its all about human connection and it really doesn ’t matter who, it really
doesn ’t, it just matters that people like each other, treat each other with respect...
...one of my reasons of speaking here is to, to educate and share because people
need to understand that we do have an affect on each other on a greater scale and
it doesn’t matter who you love, for which person it is, what gender it is, its always
the same issues and they all need the same supply of help but I think the gay
community needs a little bit more encouragement and a little bit more stepping
forward and saying hey, come out, you actually need to accept help because
they’re not good at it. Especially the dykes, especially the women. The boys are
better at that, but the women are not.
Yes, it’s cool because I know what it’s like and, because I know it’s like an
oppressive society so being at this more, being helping people, like I know how
they feel so I know what it’s like in an oppressive society. So doing that is more
about that, like I ’ve seen people that, 1 know how they feel, always living low key.
Ummm, being part of the gay community in Toronto, is sort of like me giving
back, kind of, but I was very low key, living in Canada I know about my rights,
the out point person, somebody that can have, I let them see my personality so
they know that I can help people to have the same advantages and same good luck
as I do.
Personal Attack
She, she actively got on the phone and called clients o f mine and told them to
boycott me and not to come because I went on television in a Homos for Harper
T-shirt... She identified as a lesbian and she was actively getting people to
boycott me because I ’m conservative... Yea, because you can be lesbian, but you
can’t be lesbian and conservative. You have to be the kind of lesbian you ’re
supposed to be, which is vanilla and, and left leaning.
Personality
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I always have a really strong personality, and like I said, it wasn ’t an issue for
me, like with my family, I was willing to take the challenge.
1 had a couple friends, but I tend to be a strong character and don’t feel too
emotional.
I ’m not a bitter person, I ’m not a bitter person.
Point of Reference
But they knew when he was a teenager because he would like ask him mom to
make him prom dresses and things and you know, tell her he was in a play and
there were no plays, and they pretty much made his life a living hell. So again I
had references, that this is not something you do.
I had some gay friends who’d gotten thrown out by their families, made homeless
overnight when they were students, that kind of thing, so I would say I was pretty
lucky considering the cultural context.
Police
No, back then it wasn’t really gay friendly, but people they knew those place were
specifically gay places , so we had some encounters with the police back then they
always making riots at the bars, sometimes they put drugs so they can take
everyone to jail. Sometimes they put drugs in the bathroom, they would find them
there and they would take us to jail.
...we have a huge problems with the police, and the cops and with the
government, like because they are homophobic a lot... in Columbia the police
would call you faggot, queer, you’re gay, whatever.
I was in situations where the police, when we were going out with my friends, like
they would stop us and was very violent, and there’s a lot of corruption in
Mexico, and we been, like myself and my friend, like we were pointed with the
guns to the head. So, all those kinds of situations like, that I put down in my story.
And, so many are encounters with the police when they just want to take money
from you, and they don’t really care about yourself, and they... Yeah, like, they
didn ’t exactly knew that I was gay, but they thought that I could be and they knew
that they can start, like, asking for money, like, it was kind of like, they could say,
oh, you don’t want me to tell people that you’re gay, like, they keep asking for
money and it can get really bad for men. So, sometimes when 1 was with my
boyfriend, I walking out where it was a little bit dark out but it a close way to go
between his place an my place, the police right away thought that we were doing
stuff and right away, like, took our IDs and like very very very harsh.
Prayer
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Just praying, like I was, yes it didn ’t change anything all because it impossible,
like I was starting, I had to finish, all the pressure I have, like 15 projects with the
organization so, and I was the person who was leading them, so I was like just
praying, and praying...
Pride
...there was lots o f things that held me here and also some parts of me that said
I ’m too proud to go back, if I go back I ’m just going to be psychologically
damaged fo r the rest of my life because if I had not taken that hurdle, I ’m a true
believer that if I know it, that if you don ’tface your demons they just get bigger...
I ’m really proud of myself, I ’m really proud of myself that I didn’t have my heart
die...
Progressive
I ’m an active member of the gay community, but with Amnesty International
actually I don’t like to go to Church Street because Church, like Church Street,
like the village, the gay village, I don’t really enjoy it because you are creating a
ghetto. For me, it’s more like, you are gay, you are gay everywhere. Just be
yourself. If you want to hold hands and you think the only place safe is Church
Street, okay well do it. But I came from a country where you really can’t do it in
that kind of places. But I ’m not there any more, I ’m here. And I respect the
order, so I observe, so I don’t do what some people think I should do, like holding
hands or kissing my partner, my boyfriend, actually I hate that word ‘p artner’
because they just use it for gay people.
It wasn ’t just one day that 1 decided, it was a transition, it was a transition, but at
the same time, when I saw other people, they were openly gay on campus and
somebody holding their hand once in a while, so you feel a general acceptance,
like just tolerance. Even then, I didn ’tfeel comfortable telling everyone.
It’s very welcoming, it’s also because we live in downtown Toronto, in this area,
you see a lot of other gay couples, so it was a very welcoming environment, very
accepting, and we really like that. We can actually once in a while hold hands,
this on Church Street, and when there was this moment every year, they have the
Pride Parade in June, and it’s just nice to see when they advertise on TV, like
even news channels support it, like City TV.
Canada is like...again, its very easy, its very open, its rare you run across
somebody who’s very anti-gay, and in some of my conservative political circles
I ’m actually quite close friends with people who are anti-gay, and, and they love
me and they’re confused simultaneously, and I find that’s the best way to affect
change.
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Well that’s the other thing I don’t, when you say how do you cope, I don’t worry
about all this stuff because you know what, the old people are dieing, and as they
die, their kids are coming up and being friendly, right, its all, its all generational,
people under 40 are saying gay people should have rights. And we already have
rights, like gay people need to shut the fuck up as well, because we have full equal
rights, what more do you want? We got full equal rights, yea, the gay boys say
well yea, we want special rights, we want like a couple of little pink triangles next
to the handicap parking, because we shop more, right (laughing), that’s the only
special right I ’ve heard anybody ask for.
...the one thing I like about being in Canada is that when I was in England, you
know, as a way of sort of escaping from my adolescence, I really cultivated the
lesbian society and I lived in a women’s housing co-op and I got you know, pretty
much all lesbian friends and thatfelt really good, like I was sort of immersing
myself in the lesbian culture I had been denied, but then when I moved to Canada
it felt like I was just able to meet people a bit more at random, so you know, 1
ended up having a lot more you know, straight friends and male friends than I
ever did in England because once you ’re not being, have to be down trodden
every day you don’t really have to make yourself a little ghetto, so I mean I know
lots o f lesbians over here, but it hasn’t felt like I ’ve needed to really formalize my,
my place here in the community you know, I feel more like that.
Promise
And 1 think one coping mechanism I didn ’t share with you that I did do, I made a
pact with myself when I immigrated, to go to Europe every two years, and the
reason 1 decided to do that was to break the myth I have about Europe, it’s so
much better over there, it’s not true. You know, it’s always greener over there.
But basically by going back there every two years, for the first two times I was
nostalgic, I was homesick, I wanted to go back, and all that kind of stuff, but then
after three weeks being there I just said I need to come back to Canada, oh God, I
can’t handle this, let me out of here, I feel claustrophobic, it’s too tight you know,
it’s too depressing, I need to go. And now when I go back, 1just simply just drop
into my culture, I literally get my different personality, because I do, but now I
wear my Canadian clothes as I do that so I identify as clearly Canadian, so I
don’t try to blend being German there any more...
Queer Community
I ’m finding a lot of dykes are very focused on individualism, fight for yourself,
and therefore cooperation and collaboration is not very enforced where as the
gay men have much more collaboration just because of male socialization of team
work building. So when it comes to relationships and hardship, I found a lot of
lesbians do not know how to deal with that.
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Reading
I remember reading things like, you know, Emily Dickenson’s love poems to her
sister-in-law, so I had a sense both that elsewhere in the world it was possible to
be gay, and that you know, it had had happened in previous centuries as well, this
was not a brand new thing, so I ’d say, and being such a reader really helped give
me some of what my specific Irish culture was not giving me.
Reading really helped, you know, I began to kind of seek out the lesbian writings
and mostly by American and British authors, that was a big help, just, just a sense
that there were other places in the world where it was perfectly okay to love
women, and you know, some days I might live in one of those places.
Re-Directing Energy
In a way it helped me to conduct my energy in being a very good leader and being
very good at school and stuff like that, really passionate about the little things
that I did.
Well, it was very dangerous because 1 was totally retaining myselffrom sexual
acts with boys, guys my same age. So, it was very dangerous because whenever I
was drinking with my friends I would stay over you know, in their cottage or in
front of their places or at my place. And, when they were sleeping I was touching
them, and that was very risky because that could have been, like if they wake up
or something, that could have been a very very bad situation.
The reason 1 went through university so quickly and went through that school so
quickly was because I wasn’t out, so if you don’t do anything with your sexual
energy you can put a lot of focus energy into something else.
Like I said, I took 24 hours a semester, I kept myself very, very busy, I kept myself
very busy and I spent a lot of years of my life avoiding my life, by diversions, so
you know, I had horses my whole life, I flew airplanes when I was a kid, I did a lot
o f things.
Refugee
I knew about the rights for refugees, but it wasn ’t on my mind to really be part of
it because my big argument is not only about being gay, but being Columbian,
and people who live in like brutal places, they suffer the most because we are
living the war that we have in our country, they have to live between like
guerrillas, like the army, and the other groups, so for me it was really, I was
again, as for refugee because from these people who really need it, who lives in
those zones, then I realized like it was important as well because I was trying, and
I ’m trying to give my life.

Ill
Relationship Change
Your whole power balance in the relationship shifts. You don’t really realize that
at the time, because previous to this, (name) has complete power to say, leave the
country, go away, I can leave, but she has the power, she’s the one working, she’s
the one making an income. I'm the one mooching, well, I had an income,
but... And, when the landing takes place, suddenly I can leave, and she’s
powerless, and so there’s a definite shift, and for a lot of people, that’s where they
have a hard time.
Relationship Strain
...they have no idea how many years it took some o f us, either in long term
relationships or I couldn ’t do anything, my life was on hold for eight years, or
others whose lives were on hold for longer. And others whose relationships broke
down because they couldn’t get a visa for their partner to come, even as a visitor.
...we were going back and forth and the stress was horrendous, the stress was
absolutely horrendous, while we did the application, while you were phoning
each other saying did you get this paper, right, did you get that paper right, no,
no, you need to cross that out, they made that up, that was the wrong way, you
have to go back to them and ask them to re-write it, no, that date is wrong, that
doesn ’t so in synch with this, no they made, it was really a thesis, and in that the
feelings for each other got smushed...
I knew at the time I was not even 25, to kind of you know, be a partner at the same
time, send sweet love things, you know, send post cards, and the post cards and
little drawings and you know, little attentatives and all that, but it was really
hard, it was really, really hard and it was hard because there was this longing for
each other and we couldn’t be together and then there were others that were
attracted to me and said well why don’t you just stay here and forget about her,
and you know, my principle was that no, no, no, wait a minute, this is the one I
really want, this is really the one I want and she said the same about me...
And we suddenly were faced with the fact that who are we now? What, what is left
of our relationship, what is the love we have, what do we hold, and I was right
there, I just, I just you know, was so excited and just really looking forward to
this, and I noticed that she started withdrawing, what I didn ’t know at that time
was that she was having several affairs with other women at the same time, I had
no idea...
Relaxation Exercises
...like the secret, support, the reasons for the book, I, I usually say that it helped
me a lot, I mean, and yoga, and with the breathing, meditation, yoga, writing,
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actually I can send you some videos, videos and pictures that I use to explain
myself through all the process...
Religion
Okay first, I ’m Catholic, my parents are Catholic, so Catholicism is huge, so
you’re feel like you are making, a huge scene, and what else, the society is at that
time was pretty closed and it was really hard.
Well, I was the leader of the youth group of the Catholic Church for 6 years, and
also I was a member of the_________ . So I was in the wrong place at the wrong
time.
Respect
And that was huge, to have that expression of Canadian authority have so much
respect for me as a person that was, that was huge, 1 never experienced that, that
was amazing and I remember when we came out of that interview, I was just so
happy, I was just ecstatic...
Rock Bottom
Like the quality of life I was having compared to the same one that I had in
Mexico was a big difference, but I wouldn ’t give up. Those first few months were
rock bottom.
Role Models
/ think in some ways, I ’ve coped well, and in some ways I haven’t coped well at
all. I think some of my strength comes from an amazing grandmother.... My
mother too, joined the gay and lesbian caucus after I came out. In fact, I was
reluctant to come out to her because I didn ’t want to give her another cause to
champion. I wanted my story to be about me, not about something else, a cause.
I ’m really glad I ’ve had my straight friends that have functional relationships
because I would see, hey wait a minute, they treat each other differently, there’s a
different dynamic here, I like that, I ’m going to copy that because that seems to
work...
TONY ROBBINS, baby! I know TONY ROBBINS, the big giant guy, TONY
ROBBINS is a man that changed my life and made my life so much easier and
that’s what he does. H e’s a peak performance coach and he doesn ’t give a shit
what your silly ass little problem is, he just cares that you are able to live past it
effectively, elegantly and efficiently and no longer have it be a block to you so you
can accomplish anything in the world.

113

Role Playing
...one way I coped with it, because I ’m 6 ’ tall and at that point I was pretty
andrògenous so because I didn ’t develop until I was 161 could pass as a boy with
no problem, and I was into sports so that was easy...
I dated boys. Not that often, and you know, just a couple of different guys and like
one a year in college, kind of you know.
So basically what I did is I told them that in med school we had emergency duty a
lot, I used to lie a lot, I don’t lie any more ,ever, but I used to and I was great at
it, and I told them that I had to be on emergency duty for every holiday until I just
didn’t go home, right, and we didn’t have emergency duty until the 4th year, but
fo r all 4 years they thought I did. They also thought I took classes in the summer,
which I didn’t, I just took the tuition money and bought motorcycles and stuff.
Like I said, I felt like something was wrong with me, and of course we had to hide
all the time, in even, well not had to, but I decided to date girls because I didn’t
want nobody to even suspect.
School
I went to the ESL school and I met one Spanish guy who was gay and then I met
more Spanish guys who were gay, and then I was out.
Secrets
So I, I went into the scene and it was a harsh scene and in Europe there’s a lot of
underground societies because that’s still a relic from the second world war, so
people are used to having undercover lives so they’ll be the banker, you know be
really strict, and then have a total radical out of the world thinking life after work
and so that’s the same how people live their gay lives, so you would have a
straight persona during the day, you’d even have a gay friend who’d pass as your
boyfriend or something like that, and at night or whenever you were with friends,
you would just be who you are and that makes a schizophrenia in your mind and
that was completely unhealthy.
Self-Soothing
I learned to smoke young, which I don’t think is good and I don’t know if it’s a
coping strategy. I smoked my first cigarette when I was in second grade. I tell
people I ’m supposed to be six feet tall and that’s why I never made it to five feet.
How much o f that is real, 1 had short parents but I never made it to five foot. I
think culturally, that I was brought up to help respect others, help others, be
decent to others...
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I got out of there because a friend needed a house sitter so 1 took that house
sitting place and just really completely hedge hogged, I didn ’t move out of the
house basically, I ate everything that was in the house because I was so, I was so
scared. I was, I was paranoid, 1 was shocked, I was traumatized and all I could
do was just self soothe because / didn’t quite understand how to access
resources...
I basically self soothed myself, I wrote like crazy in my diary, I still have them. I
made pictures in art, drew...
Social Shame
Yea, definitely, and just a kind of, it wasn ’t actually guilt because I never felt that
my feelings were evil, and but, but a social shame of feeling that people would be
disgusted or petty if they found out, a feeling that friends might turn against me,
and the worse, like I began to come out in university and I know, took part in
debates on gay topics and I was sort of visible as one of the few lesbians in the
gay group there and there was some hostile graffiti about me in the toilets at the
college, at the library, you know, things like, (name) plus anyone in a big heart,
you know, they wildly over estimated my sex life...
Social Support
I was looking fo r a job, I was taking English classes and they found a job and I
started working the door and like in the beginning of November I didn’t have to
use Ontario Works so I stopped and it did me good, so I say thank you so much, I
really appreciate it, but now I can start working and make more money than what
you ’re giving me, and paying you back.
Sports
There’s a gay curling league in Vancouver, it’s the largest curling league in
British Columbia, the gay one. Like not the fire fighters or whatever, it’s the gay
one that’s the largest one. There are just so many activities, like I play on a
lesbian softball team in a dyke league and there’s now between 16 to 18 teams in
the league. When I started there were 5. It’s great although it makes me realize
how old I am. You know, 20 teams in a rec softball league, that’s not counting the
slo pitch league, that’s a lot of lesbians playing softball. There’s a lesbian
volleyball leaque also, it’s a huge, huge community.
Strength
I can like, with myself, I, let me see, it’s like the word is strength, I feel more
strength to deal with my problem. Yeah, the strength how to deal with my
problems, for example temptations, I was alone in Costa Rica and there were
many temptations, how to deal with that and how to, in another situation because
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I said between (name) and me we were going to be faithful, we said we weren’t
going to meet other people at all, so how to deal with that and how to have
strength with my emotions and especially patience.
Stress & Health
It was a stressful, stressful period. I think it took it’s toll on my health, certainly
on my psyche and on my self-worth. That’s what suffered through that time
period.
I think that some of the health issues I have to date come from the stress and the
fact that I tend to repress a lot. I ’m not sure if that answers your question or not. I
have fibro mialga like symptoms that have never been completely diagnosed, the
constant pain, I get sick and stay sick forever, and ever, that kind of thing.
So, yeah, I ’ve had a lot of stress after immigration. There was a decade o f stress
with immigration, I got landed in 94, in 951 started having all sorts of problems
with my menstrual cycle, which led to, I wanted to have a child, it was just after I
landed, I was dealing with a therapist who thought I was dealing with some
depression issues related to immigration stuff and put me on an anti-depressive
fo r six months but it took 2 and a half years to find one that worked for six
months. And I went from that to bleeding non-stop and I had to have a
hysterectomy. So, there’s been a constant stream of stressful things.
I had no support going back there, as a matter of fact when I would go back from
med school, I went to med school in Baton Rouge and it was an 8 hour drive home
and even not out of the closet, just on the drive home, by the time I would get
there, I would have like a herpes outbreak on my lip from the stress, right and I
would eat a bottle ofRolaids or Turns, all the way there, I would eat like 500
before I got there.
Support
In Europe I had 25 friends of mine take me to the airport and wave me good-bye,
and, and I ’m still choked about that and I still love them and half of them I ’m still
friends with. And it was in the middle of the morning and they all kind of waved
and, and there’s sort of a, there’s a German lesbian symbol, and its sort of if you
take your hands together and some people call it the vulva sign, but some people
also say its volleyball, and then an officer came up to me and said, what are they
doing, all these secret symbols, blah, blah, blah, and I said, uhm, that ’s my
volleyball team! Because in Germany you can’t be out, right. So but they were
trying to be bold, even my straight friends, you know, they were all doing that and
it was really quite sweet to do that in public and to have that celebration in that
very homophobic environment as to be sent off with, but things were just, it was
beautiful, it was really, really nice.
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Yea, and that was just surreal to think of some civil servant looking through it.
Do they look loving? Is there any weak link here, you know, but actually one thing
I found oddly moving was the support letters that friends and families wrote for
us, they were working so hard to make this work out for us, to get a visa, that even
though it would never had occurred to me to, you know, trying to manage a
statement of support from my family, to actually have a letter from my father
going on about how happy he was to see his daughter in this loving relationship,
and you know, that was actually very nice, you know, it was a strange exercise to
go through, but it was very feel good...
Suppressed Emotion
I think because of the whole situation that I faced when I grew up and also being,
being a dyke and not being able to live that out, being very closeted, having to be
really suppressed with a lot of emotions, that did not make me a very
communicative, talkative person, which might be strange for you today...
...sometimes part o f me just felt not seen because part of my German was not
expressing itself in English, and I actually spent between the 4th year and the 8th
year a very focused time making an effort to, to translate everything so if I have
an emotion, the emotion was much stronger in German, so by speaking English
you wouldn’t tap into my emotions, so if I would start talking about what had
happened to me to my German friends I would suddenly start waving and crying
and I still have that, so there’s a, there’s an emotional disconnect to English for
me, for self protection and because of that people can’t read me...
...sometimes you feel like you cannot express yourself at all, and you’re missing
yourself, you miss yourself and you miss how you used to behave because when
you are talking you are behaving differently than in your own language, when you
are ESL sometimes you just feel like you have to act in a really weird way.
Symbolism
I move here July 20fh, which is Columbia Independence Day, so I move and it had
my own meaning because it was meaning independence.
Therapy
I ’ve seen a therapist off and on, dealt with certain issues off and on, I
communicate with my partner, I have good friends, but I think the self-worth stuff
comes from, I continue to volunteer, I ’m active in all sorts o f stuff, and I don’t
have a job, which creates a tremendous amount of stress in that there’s that
societal value in play.
I ’ve done a lot of counselling work and therapy work on my own, I should
mention that, I didn ’t mention that. Just to deal with this whole stuff. It was
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really tricky. And I think if I wouldn ’t have had counselling and therapy work
before I came to Canada because I did have that to deal with some of my personal
stuff, or even just the internalized homophobia and all that crap, I don’t ’ think I
would have managed, if I wouldn’t have had a grasp on subconscious and, and
the ability to separate emotions and feelings from logic, and just develop
compassion and understanding to myself
In that moment it didn ’t change my mind or anything, but through time it really
really has, like I always thought that she would help me to fix me or make me to
go back to be straight or whatever, and I was trying to find a boyfriend, so it
wasn ’t really working, but uh, she was excellent, she helped me to understand that
being gay was fine and I wasn’t the only one, she told me about really prominent
people in the city that were gay...
Threat
Yes, because I was working in the UN and stuff but it was more because, it was
because I was working with transgender, so if gay are threatened, transgene red
are really threatened by society...so because I was working with them I got
threatened too, not only because I ’m gay, but because I was working with them.
Transient
...you have one foot in and the other foot out, because you are in this country but
you are not, you don't know if you are going back or you are staying. I was
studying in London because I was 20, so I went to high school there, it was in that
part, following that year it was over a year and two months 1 was a like, what’s
going to happen with me and my life starting to go down and everything, and not
knowing if you are going back or not, and sometimes, I was by myself so it was
pretty hard too.
Yeah, it’s awful because your life is in pause, it’s like, you don’t know like, where
you’re going live, where’s going stay or not and yeah, it’s very stressful.
Travel
...we go back a lot, and that really helps too, because if was here you know, 50
weeks of the year I would feel a bit stranded from my origins, but we go back
every summer to Ireland and we just spent a month in France, so we both really
keep up our links with Europe, so then you get to feel like you ’re kind of a mixture
rather than, you know, exiled.
Values
And for me it was because I hate the lie, I don ’t like lie, be a liar, and you have to
lie a lot because where are you going? Out. With who? Some friends. What are
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you doing? Blah, blah, and actually I was going with a guy who I was hanging
out with...I just felt like that was really important too, like, to be honest, with my
family.
Volunteer
I worked here in Ottawa about 12 years ago with the Catholic immigration
service. And uh, in Costa Rica, actually, in Montreal, / worked as a volunteer as
well with Latino New Comers. Because it was a project called ANTS and we
helping people from Latin America, it doesn’t matter the age, family, sexual
orientation or anything, to adapt and to help to go to different places, so they
know where to go fo r their OHIP, or the doctor, to an immigration appointment.
So we worked with them. So because we acquired the knowledge, so we paid back
that way with new people so they didn ’t have the same barriers that we had
before.
Withholding Support
I had even, when I graduated from Emily Carr, the federal government had
instituted a program to foster harmony between foreign students and foreign
governments, you could work for a year after you graduated in yourfield. And I
had found a job at a lab here, and I wanted to take a summer course because I
was to go to an art show at a big gallery in Saskatoon, so I got permission to take
the course, so when I went back in to get the visa, I was suddenly toldforgien
students didn’t qualify. And, I ended up, I contacted my MP, because I had
already been told I could do it, my MP was Kim Campbell, who wouldn ’t even
phone me back, so I finally called_______’s office at 5 o ’clock on Friday
evening, something of the sort, and got help from him, and that got it as far as
receiving an official apology that no, Emily Carr student’s don’t qualify, but all
other schools do, fo r some reason, and so I couldn ’t do that.
Writing
/ was very analytical, I ’ve always loved writing, you know, 1 kept detailed diaries
and analyzed my feelings so it was crystal clear to me, whereas 1 think some
people manage to live in a bit more of a fog...
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Appendix F: Codes by Theme
Theme one: Internalized barriers
Internalized Homophobia, Intimacy Issues, Stress & Health, Suppressed Emotion,
Cost, Anger, Ignorance, Alone, Devastation, Refugee, Caged, Lost
Theme two: Relationship barriers
Partner, No Understanding, Relationship Change, Alone, Communication,
Relationship Strain, Abandonment, Homeless, Connections, Community Services,
Queer Community, Homophobia, Fear, Family, Point of Reference, Disowned,
Stress & Health, Personal Attack
Theme three: Socio-cultural oppression
Legislation, Employment, Application, No Options, Alone, No Instructions,
Withholding Support, Fear, Language, Secrets, Education, Culture, Classism,
Frustration, Information, Police, Alienation, Threat, Transient, Conservative,
Religion, Application Fraud, Credentials, Oppression, Cost, Anti-Americanism,
Invisible, Point of Reference, Social Shame, Offensive Language, Rock Bottom
Theme four: Internal resources
Pay It Forward, Self-Soothing, Role Playing, Learning, Personality, Coping,
Pride, Promise, Beliefs, Cultural Respect, Volunteer, Motivation, Patience,
Strength, Communication, Happy, Values, NGO, Prayer, Symbolism, Faith,
Inspiration, Re-Directing Energy, Extraverted, Luck, Advocacy
Theme five: Symbolic resources
Book, Writing, Relaxation Exercises, Prayer, Journal, Culture, Affirmations,
Travel, Reading
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Theme six: Relationships/Connections
Organization, Role Models, Others In Same Situation, Partner, Therapy, Sports,
Family, Friends, Support, Community, Miracle People, Co-Workers, Charities,
Contact, Employment, Online Connections, School, Community Leaders, Open
Expression
Theme seven: Canada
Legislation, Kindness, Gay Rights, Open-Minded, Respect, Mentality, Liberation,
Incentive, Government Assistance, Progressive, Social Support, Acceptance, Gay
Marriage
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